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      Abdallah shuffled and squirmed a little deeper into the dark, dirty culvert. The day was hot, almost blisteringly so, though

         slightly more bearable in here. He drew a deep breath of air, cupped his ears, and listened hard for the noise of loud engines.

      


      

      Hadi, his best friend of twelve years, and currently his partner in crime, was holed up in a room on the third floor of a

         large building abandoned during the bombings, then gutted and neglected ever since. For generations, the building had belonged

         to the Fadithi clan, a private enclave surrounded by lush gardens nurtured and tended by half a dozen workers.

      


      

      The Fadithis were richer than anybody; they rarely slipped a chance to let you know it, either. Big, fancy imported cars,

         scholarly tutors for their tribe of rottenly spoiled kids, and they escaped every summer to long, luxurious vacations in the

         cool hills of Lebanon.

      


      

      The farthest Hadi had ever traveled was to the tiny village two miles to the south, a tiny lump of dirt-infested squalor that

         bore a disappointing resemblance to his own sad pile of dust and concrete.

      


      

      Local lore had it the Fadithis had fled out of their house during one of the American air raids and blindly dodged straight

         into an American bomb. Like that—boom—pulverized into mist, the richest family in town, nothing more than a revolting smear

         on the street.

      


      

      Inside two days, the big building hosted a raucous neighborhood bash—the furniture, the clothing, the wiring, the heaters

         from the backyard, even the windows torn out and hauled off by the laughing neighbors.

      


      

      Allah did indeed have a cruel but just side.


      

      Abdallah and Hadi had rehearsed this stunt the day before, a brief run-through before their attention shifted to a pickup

         soccer game three blocks down and they spent the remainder of the afternoon booting around a ball given to the neighborhood

         boys by one of the American invaders, a large man in dark glasses with a fierce sunburn and a bright smile loaded with phoniness.

         The ball had a queer shape. It quickly proved worthless, like somebody had grabbed it at both ends and tugged so hard that

         it never snapped back. With each kick, it flew off in weird directions, bouncing and bobbling and skittering in the dust.

         What a hoot.

      


      

      Americans! Whatever made them believe they could conquer and rule this country when they couldn’t even design a workable soccer

         ball?

      


      

      Abdallah gently fingered the device in his right hand—a trigger, the man who provided it had called it. Didn’t look like a

         gun trigger, though: Abdallah had seen plenty of those, he bragged to the man, and this, well, no, this definitely wasn’t

         a trigger. The man got mad, poked him with a mean finger in the stomach, and reminded him who was paying the money; it was

         whatever he decided to call it. Well, whatever it was, the funny device fit cleanly into the palm of Abdallah’s small fist.

         It was not in any way he could see connected to the big bomb stuffed inside the large garbage barrel beside the road. No wires,

         no fuse, nothing. But the man swore the slightest squeeze would produce a terrible explosion.

      


      

      And afterward, he warned with a deep scowl, Abdallah had better drop the trigger and scatter as fast as his chubby legs would

         carry him.

      


      

      The man doing all the talking, Mustafa, was a two-bit loser who had rolled in and out of Saddam’s prisons with disturbing

         frequency. He had tried his hand at forgery, bribery, holdups, a little drug dealing, and failed pathetically at all of them.

      


      

      Mustafa’s last incompetent attempt at crime was a harebrained holdup at a local shop that ended badly and was still the topic

         of great laughter among the old men at the local tea shop. The shopkeeper leaped over the counter, easily took the knife out

         of Mustafa’s hand, and stuffed it in Mustafa’s leg. Mustafa howled and bled, and tried his damnedest to crawl away. The shopkeeper

         sat on his back and slapped him on the head till the cops showed.

      


      

      In consideration of all his past illicit deeds, Mustafa got twenty long ones in Abu Ghraib, far and away the most appalling

         sewer in Saddam’s sprawling prison system. Few survived even ten years there, and Mustafa, being small and definitely unlikable,

         was deemed less likely than most to make it to the other end. The village breathed a sigh of relief and thought it had seen

         the last of him.

      


      

      Allah, though, in his infinite wisdom, had other paths for the small-time hood. Only six months later, in the hard, tense

         weeks leading up to the American invasion, Mustafa found himself dumped back onto the streets along with all the other crooks,

         pimps, and kidnappers—a gift from Saddam for the Americans.

      


      

      They might win, but they would regret it.


      

      Mustafa emerged a new man. A reformed man. Amazing what a few brief months could accomplish. He now sported a thick black beard and called himself an Islamic warrior,

         a patriot, a freedom fighter dedicated to ridding Iraq of its loathsome invaders. He took to carrying around the Koran though

         it was well-known that he couldn’t read a whit. Turned out Mustafa had met new friends in prison, generous sorts, men who

         weren’t picky and happily paid three thousand American bucks for every American he killed. Five thousand if the corpse happened

         to be an officer.

      


      

      Mustafa wasn’t into the killing game himself. Subcontracting was his preferred method—in truth, his only method—primarily

         using small kids to handle the dirty work. He was particularly partial to street orphans, like Abdallah and Hadi, who brought

         along a few big advantages. They were poor and indescribably desperate, for one thing. They came without baggage, for another—no

         pissed-off parents, no angry brothers, no vengeful uncles or clans to worry about when things went wrong.

      


      

      And in Mustafa’s case, things often went wrong.


      

      Abdallah glanced up. Hadi was furiously waving with one hand, pointing wildly to his left with the other. This wasn’t the

         signal they had agreed to, not even close. Hadi, though, was only twelve, small for his age, slightly daft, and tended to

         get carried away at moments like this. At thirteen, Abdallah was far the more seasoned, cooler, and ambitious of the pair.

         It was he who had talked Hadi into this little job. Hadi put on a good front, though it was obvious he was scared out of his

         wits and well over his head. Abdallah had to keep reminding him that Mustafa had promised five hundred dollars if they pulled

         this off, a fortune they would split fifty-fifty.

      


      

      The bounty for dead Americans was six hundred, Mustafa swore, and out of fairness—he was a religious man after all—he would limit his own share to a paltry one hundred.

         But five hundred, theirs to keep, all for squeezing the tiny device in his hand. Easy money.

      


      

      A few local boys warned them that Mustafa was a notorious cheat and was getting much more than that. Who cared? Five hundred

         was a fortune. They would eat well for a year.

      


      

      Captain Bill Forrest munched loudly from a bag of Lay’s barbecue potato chips. He washed them down with deep sips from a bottled

         water that, over the past twenty minutes, had gone from lukewarm to nearly a boil. The day was a scorcher, never dipping below

         115 degrees. He was aching to get out of the body armor, aching to catch up on his sleep, aching for the tour to be over.

         He dreamed of air-conditioning, of cold ice cream, of long walks in cool woods without anybody shooting or trying their damnedest

         to blow him up.

      


      

      The idea of a week without sweat—or explosions—was almost more than he could imagine. He was trying his best, however.


      

      “Two more weeks of this crap,” his driver, Private Teddy Davis, loudly complained, banging a hand hard off the steering wheel.

         “Know what I’m gonna do the second I get back to the world?”

      


      

      “Pretty sure I do.” Forrest crunched loudly on another chip. Why ask? Same thing every single guy in the unit was swearing

         to do. Look for naked ladies. Fat, ugly, skinny, didn’t matter—female and disrobed in any shape or form would do the trick.

         “Keep your eyes on the roadsides, Davis.”

      


      

      The driver stared straight ahead, and so did his brain. “There’s this girly house, sir. Just three short blocks from the front gate. Gorgeous ladies. They strip down to nothin’,

         I hear.”

      


      

      “Sounds promising. Then what?”


      

      “Then, well, I dunno.” Good question, he realized. “What’re you gonna do?”


      

      “I’m married, right?”


      

      “Yeah, so?”


      

      “So first I’m gonna spend a few minutes playing with my two pretty little girls.”


      

      “Sounds fun,” Davis commented, not meaning a word of it.


      

      “Then, well, then I’m gonna take their pretty momma upstairs, lock the bedroom door, and play with her, too.” The captain

         smiled and Davis couldn’t resist joining him.

      


      

      Bill Forrest was twenty-nine, a big man with broad dark features and thick dark hair, who had played linebacker in college,

         at Notre Dame, a fact that thoroughly impressed his men. On a lark, between football and classes, he had dabbled a little

         in ROTC in college. And though his degree was in finance, with an ambition to get seriously rich, and despite no tradition

         of military service in his family, he had enjoyed the military camaraderie and decided to try his hand at infantry life for

         a few fast years. Brief years, he had promised himself.

      


      

      The last day of the third year, it was sayonara, boys, on to Wall Street.


      

      The money would come, later.


      

      Senior year he had married Janet, the hottest property in South Bend that year, or, for that matter, any other year anybody

         could remember. Janet was blonde, lovely, and quite pregnant by graduation, then almost immediately pregnant again, spitting

         out two pretty blonde-haired girls ten months apart, Irish twins, which seemed quite fitting for a pair of hard-knuckle Notre Dame grads.

      


      

      Year three, 9/11 and war intervened, and Bill found himself unable to run out on his friends and his country. Just two more

         years, only twenty-four months, then it was adios, baby, he promised Janet. Year five it became one brief tour in a war zone

         and Bill would never have to look back with regret.

      


      

      Janet weathered his military stint with good grace and well-managed patience. She liked the other Army wives and enjoyed the

         hardy sisterhood of military life. A hot dusty post in Texas, on the other hand, left much to be desired. Janet was a city

         girl, born and bred in downtown Chicago; she could put up with the cramped Army quarters, the dust storms, even the severe

         summer heat. The whole pickup-truck, country music scene, however, grated powerfully on her northern sensibilities. She preferred

         constant noise, traffic, inescapable human contact, and all the other questionable intrusions of urban life.

      


      

      Bill had a wonderfully attractive long-term offer from a big financial firm in New York City, a raucous, lively city she yearned

         to be part of. The partners in the firm, two of whom happened to be rabid Notre Dame fans, vowed to keep it open so long as

         Bill didn’t exhaust their patience. Bill was good at the Army, though. She didn’t press.

      


      

      Truthfully, she didn’t dare. The wives of the soldiers in his company would’ve hanged her from the front gate had she tried.

         His men adored him. The same quick wits that made him a terror on the gridiron translated nicely to the battlefield. Over

         eleven months in battle, so far. Eleven long, bloody months in some of the worst battle zones and festering sores in Iraq,

         and not one of his 150 soldiers had made the sad trip home in a body bag. The other companies in his battalion were wracked by casualties and funerals. Not Bill’s,

         though. A few were wounded, some quite horribly. But better a hospital ward than a lonely grave on a quiet hillside.

      


      

      And now, only two weeks to go and the perfect record appeared within reach. An entire year of exploding bombs, drive-by snipers,

         roadside ambushes, more close brushes than anybody cared to remember, and amazingly, everybody would make it home.

      


      

      The wives were knocking thrice on every piece of wood in sight, squeezing their rabbits’ feet, and planning a big bash for

         the day their men returned.

      


      

      The radio squawked, Captain Forrest picked up the handset, and a long, soothing discussion ensued. Had to be another futile

         attempt to calm the jangled nerves of that aggravating lieutenant four vehicles back in the convoy, Davis decided, fighting

         back a big smirk. The lieutenant was young, brand-new, so nervous his eyes trembled. A wet-nosed babyface sent down from headquarters

         to replace a battle-hardened platoon leader who had lost his legs to a grenade. Sad. With only three weeks to go, too.

      


      

      Now the poor guy would spend the rest of his life hobbling about on phony legs.


      

      Less than a mile ahead loomed a small village, another decrepit, cramped, run-down, sandblasted pisshole. What a sad, sorry

         excuse for a country, Davis, not for the first time, thought, swabbing the sweat rolling down his cheeks. A product of one

         of the poorest back hollows in Mississippi, he hoped he’d seen the last of poverty. The money in his house got snorted up

         his papa’s nose, or paying down his mama’s considerable bar bills. He had worked at a shoe factory after school, labored hard at the coloring booth, but the messy, cramped trailer he called

         home was so small his parents easily found his money and used it to their own ends. He enlisted at the first chance, fled

         to the Army and a new life. So long, Mama; bye-bye, Papa—go ahead, sniff and drink yourselves into the grave. Then he came

         to this place.

      


      

      Their Humvee struck a deep rut that caused a hard, jarring bounce. Their heads knocked solidly against the roof and the captain

         let loose a loud curse. “Sorry,” Davis mumbled, melting into his seat, trying to avoid the scowl he knew he was getting. “Worn-out

         springs,” he said, rather lamely.

      


      

      Of course the springs were worn out; hell, it was overloaded with so many sandbags and pasted-on iron plates, it was a wonder

         that the jerry-rigged heap could move at all. The Humvee was eight terrifying months overdue for a replacement by one of the

         newer, uparmored models. Every month opened with fresh promises that the company doing the upgrades would meet its contract.

         And every month closed with stale excuses about why the contractor was still behind.

      


      

      The replacement they had been praying for had a heavier suspension and reinforced armor that offered some hope of surviving

         a bomb blast. Now, after almost a year of rolling around Iraqi streets in this thin-skinned death trap they had finally given

         up hope.

      


      

      Now they were just trying to survive time.


      

      Hadi now was jumping up and down, flailing and gesticulating like an army of biting bugs was crawling around inside his drawers.


      

      Abdallah pushed forward and squirmed out a few feet. He looked up at Hadi and held out his arms. How many, he was asking.

      


      

      Hadi stuffed his tiny head out the window and peeked right. With his left hand he appeared to be counting. Eventually he flashed

         ten fingers, then waved his arms like windmills.

      


      

      Settle down, Abdallah wanted to scream at Hadi. Ease back from that window, take a long breath, relax. He now could hear their

         noisy engines without any help from his friend. Could almost picture the convoy of targets less than half a mile away. Any

         moment, the Americans would come rolling down the main street in their huge vehicles lined up like arrogant ducks straight

         into Abdallah’s sights.

      


      

      He reminded himself to bide his time and take his pick. No need to rush. Would it be one of those boxy, odd-looking things

         called Humvees? Maybe a Bradley Fighting Vehicle?

      


      

      But if Abdallah was really lucky, there’d be a fat fuel tanker he could really light up. The blast would be monstrously huge,

         a massive fireball that would be seen for miles. It would burn for hours and be the talk of the village for weeks. He swatted

         at a fly on his nose and dreamed about it.

      


      

      He had chosen his culvert with the pickiness of a master chef. The road to the village fed directly into the main street,

         a skinny thoroughfare without turns, bordered on both sides by buildings that channeled the convoy straight to Abdallah. After

         long and careful consideration, he had positioned himself twenty yards short of the first intersection, a four-way and the

         first opportunity for the Americans to change direction.

      


      

      They had no choice but to pass directly by Abdallah, no option but to drive by the lethal trash barrel ten feet back from the road.

      


      

      Abdallah couldn’t resist a smile. What a nasty surprise they were in for.


      

      The four men in robes peeked over the edge of the building. The street was clear and quiet, no traffic, no pedestrians wandering

         aimlessly. A perfect target zone, a perfect day to kill.

      


      

      They had, three hours before, patiently observed the big barrel being rolled into place, then later watched one tiny urchin

         enter the neglected building and reappear a few minutes later in an upstairs window. They laughed as the bigger, fatter one

         fought and squeezed his way into the narrow culvert.

      


      

      They watched and they waited.


      

      They had slipped up onto this rooftop in pitch-darkness the night before. For the past seven hours, between cigarettes and

         quiet sips of hot tea, between sweating and boredom and baking under the broiling Iraqi sun, they had watched and waited.

      


      

      They whispered among themselves, arguing quietly and sometimes heatedly about the quality of the bomb below. Would it work?

         How well would it work? This was a test, a vitally important one, though this news had been slyly withheld from Mustafa and

         the two street punks he had hired to do this job. That fired-up, true-believer patriot act he put on fooled nobody. Mustafa

         was a selfish, self-indulgent crook, plain and simple.

      


      

      A mercenary who killed for the cash, nothing more.


      

      He would’ve pressured for more money had he known. Probably a lot more.


      

      The bomb was the newest thing, smuggled in a week before from Iran with lots of loud promises about what it could destroy. Supposedly, the device was manufactured to be

         triggered through the open air, though the four men on the rooftop had no idea how that actually worked. Nor did they care.

         An Iranian bomb mechanic had babbled on about the particulars—something to do with penetrating rods, and secondary explosives,

         and sound waves, and signal receptors. All four men were yawning and nodding off long before he finished.

      


      

      Who cared? The long-winded blowhard was squandering his breath and their patience. They merely needed to know if it worked.

         Did it trigger a blast or no? Would it allow them to kill more Americans or not?

      


      

      One of the four men edged forward a little. He positioned his video camera against the ledge. He pushed zoom, narrowed the

         picture frame to the road space directly abutting the barrel, punched start, lit up a smoke, and waited for the fun to begin.

      


      

      Bill Forrest had his nose stuffed inside a map. Fifty yards out from the village, he pointed straight ahead at the narrow

         street. “Follow that until the first intersection, then turn left,” he told Davis, who pumped the brakes and slowed up a bit

         as was their usual custom anytime they drove through built-up areas.

      


      

      Roadside bombs could be hidden anywhere, in animal carcasses, in broken-down cars, or even dug into shallow holes in a road

         out in the middle of nowhere. Towns and villages, though, offered plenty of camouflage and were particularly dangerous.

      


      

      “What a dump,” Davis remarked. The streets weren’t even paved, just flattened-down dust.


      

      “Slow down a little more,” Forrest warned him, looking worried and tense.

      


      

      “Why?”


      

      “Do you see anybody on the streets? Locals always know when it’s too dangerous to come out and play.”


      

      Davis scanned the village and saw a few faces poking out of windows. “Well, it is the hottest part of the day. I’d hide inside,

         too.”

      


      

      Just then the radio barked, the same young lieutenant again, the same whiny, needy tone. The captain shook his head, rolled

         his eyes, and lifted the handset. “Listen,” he told the young officer, “take a deep breath and settle down. I’m trying to

         watch the road, and you keep interrupting me.”

      


      

      Davis stifled a laugh.


      

      Abdallah held his breath, kept his hand loose, and watched as the convoy approached the barrel. Mustafa had told him not to

         squeeze the trigger too soon. It had happened twice before, Mustafa warned, young idiots overcome with excitement or nerves

         who clumsily wasted a bomb and killed nobody. No corpses, no money, Mustafa had threatened with a mean grin that showed where

         his front teeth had been kicked out in one of his many failed attempts at crime.

      


      

      Abdallah glanced up at Hadi, who was leaning out the window, craning his neck and straining to watch the big boom.


      

      A moment later, the lead vehicle was directly beside the barrel. Abdallah could actually observe the men inside, one talking

         into a handset, the other, a bit younger-looking, chuckling to himself and steering the vehicle. He vowed that he would wait

         for a vehicle with more passengers,

      


      

      a much riper target, but in that instant his hand developed a mind of its own and squeezed hard on the device.

      


      

      The response was immediate and overwhelming. Abdallah felt the blast literally drive him back another two feet into the culvert,

         until he felt like a cork stuffed into a bottle. He squealed with pain and clenched his eyes shut to block the barrage of

         dust from the road. His ears hurt, and though he did not know it, the drums had burst.

      


      

      When he opened his eyes, he saw that the Humvee had been blown over, sideways, and now was teetering on its side, like some

         giant Tonka toy tossed by the wind. It was on fire and he could feel the surge of intense heat even from fifty feet away.

         He watched a man crawl out, a big man, pulling himself up through the side opening, trying desperately to escape the flames.

         After a moment the big man in an invader’s uniform ended up on the ground, flopping and pulling himself forward with his arms,

         which really was the only way he could since his legs were gone.

      


      

      The big American seemed to be staring straight into Abdallah’s eyes with a mixture of shock and recognition. Then he lay still

         for a moment, bleeding and suffering. Abdallah couldn’t hear, but could clearly picture his groans and his pitiful attempts

         to draw breath. He saw his hand move, go inside his shirt, and he pulled something out and stared at it hard.

      


      

      Abdallah used all his might to get out of the culvert and edge forward. The big American just stared at the thing in his hand,

         and Abdallah strained to see what it was. Clearly the man was dying, and Abdallah wondered, what was the last thing a man

         on the cusp of death wanted so desperately to see?

      


      

      He was out of the culvert now; to his surprise he discovered he could barely walk. Blood was trickling out his ears. He stumbled forward until he stood swaying above the American.

      


      

      In the man’s hand was a picture of an attractive blonde woman, hugging two little blonde girls who were laughing and giggling.
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      The folder had been passed around the conference table four times, read, dissected, debated, scrutinized, and rescrutinized

         by the three men for nearly an hour.

      


      

      The biography of Jack Wiley held their attention for the first thirty minutes. An impressive man, no question about that.

         A 1988 graduate of Princeton, peculiarly he had entered the Army, fought in the first Gulf War, then traded his boots for

         loafers a few months after the last shot was fired. A Silver Star and a Bronze Star: a combat vet and genuine hero to boot.

         A few intense years drinking the Kool-Aid at Harvard Business School, then he shot straight into the labyrinth of a big Wall

         Street firm, bouncing through three big firms in ten years.

      


      

      A few calls by one of their executives posing as a corporate headhunter to those firms revealed that Wiley was restless, but

         a steady rainmaker wherever he went. His former employers described him as pleasant, smart, energetic, but also cautious and

         diligent, all values the men around the table intensely admired. He produced profit by the bushel wherever he went; this quality

         they admired even more. That success brought a flood of offers from competing firms, and he jumped without compunction for

         better pay and more exalted titles.

      


      

      For the past three years he had been a partner and senior VP at Cauldron Securities, a small, elite private equity outfit

         with a solid though stodgy reputation.

      


      

      Elite because it invested only in midsize, already profitable companies.

      


      

      And small by choice, because Cauldron was picky. It hired only the best of the best, only from the top five business schools,

         drowned the associates in work and unbearable pressure for five or six years, spit out nine out of ten, and spoiled the keepers

         with fat bonuses and perks.

      


      

      And stodgy because it avoided risk like poison.


      

      The partner, Edward Blank, put a finger in the air and guessed, slightly dismissively, “Probably made two mil last year.”


      

      “More like five,” countered Brian Golightly from the seat directly to his right. “Cauldron had a great year and Wiley got

         a partner’s split. Five even might be a little light.”

      


      

      Golightly had taken the initial call from Wiley and, only after a little checking, referred the proposal upstairs. The résumé

         had been slickly culled from the executive recruiting firm that handled Wiley’s switch to Cauldron. Confidential material,

         of course, but the headhunters wanted to do a little business with the Capitol Group, favors beget favors, and broaching the

         trust was, after all, a trifling technicality.

      


      

      “Wiley’s single,” Golightly continued, filling in a few details not included in the file. “Army brat, born at Fort Benning,

         straight A’s through high school, two points from perfect on the college boards.” Then, after a brief pause, “Played lacrosse

         in college. All-America, attack-man, nerves of steel.”

      


      

      The other two men lifted their eyebrows. His academic performance, combat heroism, and business success were impressive, but

         his prowess on the sports field definitely hit the mark.

      


      

      Golightly had acquired this valuable tidbit from a Princeton classmate of Wiley’s who happened to belong to his country club.

         The man was a pompous know-it-all, an unremitting bore, and to boot, an awful golfer. Enduring nine holes of his incessant

         hacking and slicing and almost endless babbling had been worth it, though. Wiley had started all four years, fearless, lightning

         reflexes, very quick around the net. Second team All-America his senior year. He also dated the same girl all four years,

         an English lit major with killer legs and poetic eyes, who now was making her living pushing weepy romance drivel onto the

         best-seller lists. She said adieu at graduation, when he chose the Army.

      


      

      “So what’s he want?” Blank asked, squirming in his seat, a study in festering impatience.


      

      “He described it only as an opportunity. An incredible opportunity—those were his exact words,” Golightly replied, repeating

         the same answer he had offered the previous three times Blank had asked. This mystery had occupied most of the past thirty

         minutes. A quick glance at his watch. “In another minute, you can ask him yourself.”

      


      

      Golightly had tried his best to pry this information from Wiley and been politely and insistently brushed off. For whatever

         reason, Wiley preferred to play it close to his vest until he met directly with the LBO boys.

      


      

      The leveraged buyout section of the Capitol Group was the tip of a large, very prosperous, enormously powerful spear. In a

         firm that viewed business as warfare, they were the assault troops. All were handpicked, chosen for their hunger and their

         relentless ambition; most important, they had to be cold-blooded and ruthless. They made the deals. They found the targets

         and kicked down the doors. They located the vulnerabilities and ratcheted up the pressure until the other side caved in to whatever the Capitol

         Group was willing to pay.

      


      

      They borrowed money by the boatload and bought companies, nearly always heavily distressed ones in financial decline, then

         turned them over to management to be squeezed, downsized, bled dry of impurities and imperfections, refurbished, and sold

         off for usually three times the cost. Sometimes five. Only those companies that proved wildly profitable—and appeared destined

         to stay that way—were kept, added to the Capitol Group’s swelling stable of permanent properties.

      


      

      The Capitol Group was a factory. An enormously profitable factory. It was privately held; the owners preferred it that way

         and stubbornly resisted the urge to rake in billions by going public. It spawned a bewildering array of products, from rubber

         tires, to electronic devices of all sorts, to airplane engines, to defense equipment—almost more products than anybody could

         count.

      


      

      But nobody cared to count. Why bother? The mix of companies turned over so fast, it would be senseless.


      

      CG owned factories spread around the globe, from Pennsylvania to Hong Kong to the tip of Africa, and raised capital wherever

         wealth congregated, from New York to Dubai, and most recently Moscow, where ex-Marxist billionaires were now growing like

         poppies. There were twenty directors at the top, forty so-called partners, and four hundred lesser executives who bought and

         oversaw a diverse collection of companies employing nearly three hundred thousand workers.

      


      

      But had anybody cared to count, CG’s arsenal at that moment included sixty-two companies, a figure that churned and changed

         weekly and, had it been listed on the stock exchange, would’ve been valued at $110 billion. It was a staggering figure by any measure, and all the more remarkable

         for an outfit founded only twenty years before by a few penniless, insanely optimistic ex-government types.

      


      

      “I think he’s bringing us a takeover deal,” guessed Barry Caldwell, an accounting assassin brought into the meeting at the

         last minute to act cold and hard. Spreadsheets were his specialty. His froglike eyes could chew through the debits and credits,

         gauge the assets and liabilities, dart through the income and expenses, and in lightning speed spit out an amazingly precise

         portrait of corporate health or disease.

      


      

      “If not, he’s wasting our time,” Blank answered, slapping a hand on the table. Of course he was bringing a deal. Why else

         the insistence on meeting the LBO group?

      


      

      “It’s time,” Golightly announced, standing and buttoning his jacket. He tucked the folder in a briefcase. The other two men

         stood and buttoned their jackets as well.

      


      

      The door opened, and after a moment, in walked Jack Wiley hauling a buttery tan briefcase in one hand, a stack of slides and

         spreadsheets in the other. He was taller than they expected, probably six-one or six-two. They took note of the soaked-in

         tan that spoke of long days on the golf course, along with a build that suggested plenty of gym time. Full head of sandy brown

         hair, a sprinkling of gray showing at the temples, cold blue eyes. The briefcase and slides landed heavily on the conference

         table. The usual handshakes and nice-to-meet-yous were quickly and insincerely exchanged.

      


      

      The three men were impressed. Without being asked, Wiley fell into a seat, coolly crossed his long legs, and, as if he owned the place, suggested, “Why don’t you all get seated and we’ll start.”

      


      

      “Good idea,” Blank answered for all of them. At forty-five, he was the senior man and the only CG partner in the room. He

         wanted Wiley to know it, too.

      


      

      As if on cue, a comely assistant poked her head in. “Good morning, gentlemen. Coffee, tea, soda?”


      

      Wiley produced a polite smile and, before anybody could produce an answer, announced, “Not yet, thank you.” His eyes roved

         across the faces on the other side of the table. “First let us find out if we have anything to discuss.”

      


      

      Yes, yes, another good idea, the three men across the table agreed. If the meeting was a bust, why prolong the pain with forced

         small talk and refreshments? Then it’s thanks for stopping by, Jack, don’t let the door bang you in the ass.

      


      

      Blank edged forward on his elbows and took charge of the conversation. “So you’re a partner at Cauldron.”


      

      “That’s right. Three years now.”


      

      “I’m not familiar with Cauldron. Small, isn’t it?” In other words, You’re lucky to be sitting here with the big boys, Jack—and

         don’t you forget it.

      


      

      “Yes, tiny, actually.” Jack took the putdown in stride and nodded. “We like to think of ourselves as a boutique firm. We’re

         very selective. We pride ourselves on being nimble, and in our view, size would only hamper us.” After a beat, he smiled lightly

         and added, “It would also water down the profit share for the partners.”

      


      

      Big smiles from all three CG boys. This outright profession of greed warmed their hearts. “What’s your firm’s specialty?”

         Golightly asked, as if they hadn’t just spent thirty minutes hashing over this very issue.

      


      

      “Good question,” Wiley answered. “Our investors tend to be old money, mostly inherited. Mostly from New York, upper New Jersey,

         and New England. They have their fortunes, they appreciate it, and they want to appreciate it next year as well. We buy one

         or two properties each year, no more. Our focus is on lean, well-managed, steadily profitable companies in need of a little

         capital to expand. Nothing exciting. It’s a good formula, though, and it works.”

      


      

      The men across the table smirked and made little effort to hide their disdain. They lived and died on the mantra of no big

         risks, no big payoffs. Cauldron sounded like a bunch of wimps. Little Leaguers hustling for chump change.

      


      

      “You don’t find it stifling?” Blank couldn’t resist asking. Obviously, it would kill him.


      

      Wiley smiled and ignored the insult. “I spent ten years on the treadmill at the bigger firms. A full decade running the halls,

         fifteen-hour days, no weekends, plenty of canceled vacations. Ten years of midnight deals hanging by a thread, then trying

         to turn around turkeys we never should’ve gone near. You boys know the life.”

      


      

      The three men nodded. Damn right they knew.


      

      “I wasn’t burned out,” Jack continued. “But I can’t say I was enjoying myself, either. When Cauldron offered a fast-track

         partnership, I jumped at it. Understand, Cauldron is very laid-back, a low-pressure outfit. Lots of long lunches where drinking

         isn’t off-limits. Weekends are sacrosanct. The partners can often be found napping in their offices. And why not? Our investors

         are content with ten percent growth a year. They throw a wild bash for us if we hit fifteen.” He produced a weak smile for

         the hungry sharks across the table.

      


      

      As he and they knew, at CG, ten would be a disaster. The directors would turn up the heat, pink slips would fly—life would

         become intolerable for the survivors. This had happened, once, only once, twelve years back. A painful recession had set in.

         Growth sank to a mere eight percent that year. Blank was the only one in the room with enough tenure to have lived through

         it. A bloodbath, 365 days of unmitigated terror, twelve torturous months without a day off, a full year of unbearable stress.

         His blood pressure shot up forty points. He still had nightmares about it.

      


      

      “Sounds ideal,” Golightly commented, obviously not meaning it.


      

      “Yes, doesn’t it?” Jack replied, matching his insincerity ounce for ounce.


      

      “So why don’t you explain this irresistible offer you were bragging about?” Blank asked. Having cut Wiley down to size, it

         was time to cut to the chase.

      


      

      “In a minute, Mr. Blank. Let me start by telling you, you’re not the only people I’m talking to. I developed a model. Four

         firms fell out. You’re one of those four and any or all of you could fit the bill. It doesn’t mean only four firms will do,

         but four of you are ideal.”

      


      

      Casual nods from across the table. Standard fare, and also empty bluster. Nobody with a noodle of sense ever confessed up-front

         that CG was the only firm they were talking with. Offers always came juiced up with a little competition. The boys from CG

         heard it all the time. Nice try, Jack.

      


      

      They nudged one another under the table and played along. “But we do fit the bill?” Blank suggested, straight-faced, as if

         there was any chance in hell they might not.

      


      

      “You might even be the best fit,” Jack agreeably allowed.

      


      

      “What a relief.”


      

      “Should I go on?”


      

      “Yes, do.”


      

      Jack uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “It’s a company that came to my attention a few months ago. At first glance it

         looked like a perfect fit for Cauldron—midsize, profitable, well led, courting an infusion of capital. Their CEO and head

         financial guy were making the rounds through a few firms like ours. Call it a road show.”

      


      

      “And you met with them?” Golightly asked.


      

      A fast nod. “It wasn’t my meeting, but I was present, yes. Forty-five years ago, the CEO founded this company. Built it from

         scratch, the usual story, sweat, smarts, and his bare hands. His life’s work. He’s now in his late seventies, has two sons

         and a daughter. He’s in fairly good health, but a realist. He had two heart attacks in his late fifties. He quit smoking and

         watches the cholesterol, but long lives don’t run in his genes. Either of his children could succeed him. He wants to leave

         them set up for success.”

      


      

      “So this company’s his property?”


      

      “No,” Jack said. “Not exactly.”


      

      “Meaning what?”


      

      “It’s listed. A penny stock, though. Through his stock and a few friendly stockholders he controls slightly over half of the

         voting shares.”

      


      

      Caldwell suddenly developed a deep frown. “If you’d done your homework, Wiley, you’d know we prefer private companies.”


      

      “Who doesn’t? Less complications, less mess.”


      

      “Plus,” Golightly—also frowning—stiffly noted, “it doesn’t sound like management wants to relinquish ownership. You mentioned

         that this geezer intends to hand it over to his kids. CG never shares. We buy it, and it’s ours to do with as we please.”

      


      

      Jack leaned back in his seat. The legs crossed again. He smiled at the three men and let a little more cockiness show. “Do

         you want to hear the setup or should I find my own way out?”

      


      

      “We’re asking fair questions,” Golightly replied. His tone made it clear he wasn’t the least bit apologetic.


      

      “No, you’re nit-picking before you’ve heard the pitch.”


      

      “No, we’re—”


      

      “If I’m wasting my time, Brian, let’s call it quits now.”


      

      Blank had cleared his calendar for this meeting. He had an hour to kill with nothing better to do. He cleared his throat and

         decided to hear him out. “All right, continue.”

      


      

      “Good decision. As I said, this is a midsize company. About four hundred million in revenue, and fifty mil in profit two years

         ago. It’s lean and efficient, but competes in a low-margin business. They were asking for a hundred mil. See where I’m going

         with this?”

      


      

      The three boys from CG exchanged looks that quickly turned into shrugs. No idea.


      

      Jack smiled again, and exposed a little more of the chip on his shoulder. “I asked the CEO what he intended to do with the

         money. About half for plant expansion, a quarter to hire more salespeople, the rest for updating a few systems.”

      


      

      “And what bothered you about that?” Golightly asked.


      

      “According to him, his company was already clearing fifty million in profit annually. Do the math, Brian. That means a hundred and fifty million for investment, minimum.”

      


      

      “So?”


      

      “So, for fifty million they accomplish the same goals, without selling any ownership. For a hundred and fifty mil they could

         build an entire new company.”

      


      

      This point seemed to arouse some interest. “You think he was hiding something?” Golightly asked.


      

      Jack nodded. “I was sure of it.”


      

      They focused on his lips and waited to hear what was being hidden. Come on, Jack, spill it, their eyes were saying.


      

      Instead, Jack said, “I think I’d love a cup of coffee.”
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      The woman returned and filled three cups with coffee. The cups were fine china, boldly embossed with the large gold letters

         CG. Jack chose black and took his first deep sip; the coffee was watery and weak.

      


      

      The accountant drank tea, no cream, no sweetener. He made loud slurping noises as he sipped.


      

      Once they were settled, Blank decided it was time to shift control. He opened by asking, “If this is such an incredible opportunity,

         why aren’t your partners at Cauldron taking advantage of it?”

      


      

      “May I be frank?”


      

      “You better be.”


      

      “Not a good fit, Mr. Blank. Cauldron never involves itself in unfriendly takeovers, for one thing.”


      

      “Why not?”


      

      “My partners regard it as unseemly. They’re pretty old-fashioned that way, and so are our clients. They don’t like getting

         their fingers dirty.”

      


      

      By inference, the boys on the other side of the table had no compunction about wallowing in mud.


      

      “If that rubs wrong, I meant no offense,” Jack added quickly, nodding contritely at the men across the table.


      

      The apology was wasted—absolutely no offense had been taken.


      

      “Are we the first firm you’ve approached?” Blank asked.


      

      “Yes. But don’t think that means you’ll be the last.”


      

      “Why us?”

      


      

      Jack appeared to contemplate this question a moment. He took a long sip of coffee. “It happens that you share one or two common

         markets with this company, an essential quality in whoever I team with.”

      


      

      “Why is that important?”


      

      “I don’t intend to get into that yet.”


      

      “That’s it?”


      

      “No, there’s more, plenty more. The Capitol Group obviously brings a lot to the table—influence, marketing muscle, deep pockets,

         a track record for doing what it takes to win.” He quickly added, “And so do several other firms.”

      


      

      Blank shared a wink with Golightly that Jack was obviously meant to catch. “Why don’t we go back to this big secret the CEO

         was supposed to be hiding?”

      


      

      “All right. I did a little digging after our meeting. The more I dug, the more convinced I became the CEO was concealing something.

         I was right.”

      


      

      “What kind of digging?”


      

      “Later. Once we have a deal, I’ll lay it all out for you.”


      

      Not if, but once—as if the option belonged to Wiley. Who did this guy think he was dealing with? The boys from CG exchanged a few more looks.

      


      

      Blank planted his elbows on the table and bent far forward. “Look, we’re very busy people, Wiley. I think you better tell

         us what it is.”

      


      

      “Sure.” Jack smiled, as if to say, Lousy timing, but if you insist. “The CEO is a chemical engineer. He and a few of his people

         spent years working on a new product. They called it Project Holy Grail. For reasons that will become evident, the past two

         years they threw everything they had into it. They worked around the clock. Weekends, no holidays, late nights, they nearly

         killed themselves.”

      


      

      “But they found it?”

      


      

      Jack nodded. “Unfortunately, it’s a new market for them. One I think will be very difficult for this company to break into.

         It happens to be one where CG is a dominant player.”

      


      

      “Look, we’re all getting tired of the vagueness, Wiley. It’s about time you tell us what this product is,” Golightly prodded,

         tapping the table, clearly speaking for his friends.

      


      

      “If you like.” Jack paused. He let the suspense build for a moment. “It’s a polymer coating. Paint it onto a combat vehicle,

         any vehicle really, and it pretends it’s thirty inches of armor.”

      


      

      The three faces across the table displayed complete indifference. Blank shifted his rather broad rear forward in his chair.

         Big deal, his posture said. “Right now, the market’s full of crap like this, Wiley. If I had a dollar for every nutcase who

         claims to have invented a new lightweight armor, I’d own CG.”

      


      

      “I didn’t say it was armor,” Jack patiently corrected him. “Here’s the important point. This polymer is also reactive. Do

         you understand what that means?”

      


      

      Three collective shrugs.


      

      “Embedded in this polymer are millions of, well, for simplicity’s sake, call them beads. Tiny little beads. The concept is

         unique and performs beautifully. They act like explosives. When a penetrating rod hits the polymer, these little beads explode

         outward. Do you understand the physics of this?”

      


      

      “Why don’t we listen to you explain it,” Blank replied, giving the impression that he could write a textbook on the subject.


      

      Jack leaned forward on his elbows and explained, “Every time we invent a new type of armor, or improve on an old form, the bad guys initiate a mad scramble for a way to defeat

         it. It’s a game, a long game without end. The most common way to attack modern armor is through designed stages. Sometimes

         the explosive strikes first, maybe softens or ruptures the armor, then a penetrating rod hits and punches through. Sometimes

         the rod isn’t designed to penetrate, but to turn the tables, to use the armor against itself. The idea is to inflict spalling,

         to cause the armor to lose its integrity, to break apart, then these big chunks of metal bounce around inside the vehicle.

         It’s a tanker’s worst nightmare.”

      


      

      “And these beads prevent that?” Golightly asked. He specialized in defense industries; to his discomfort, though, his expertise

         was aviation systems, and this was way over his head.

      


      

      “Exactly, Brian. Remember, these beads explode out, tens of thousands of them, simultaneously. The force merges, becomes collective,

         dynamic. It counters, in fact, it defeats any of these so-called penetrators. Best of all, there’s no inward force; thus,

         no spalling.”

      


      

      “And you just paint it on?”


      

      “It’s slightly more complicated than that. But yes, essentially. Two coats, applied in a sterile, high-pressure environment,

         ten hours to congeal, and voilà—the equivalent of thirty inches of steel coating.”

      


      

      “And you could put this stuff on, say, a Humvee?”


      

      “Sure. A Humvee, a tank, a Bradley Fighting Vehicle, your grandmother’s car. It’s surprisingly lightweight. Coat an entire

         Humvee, you add only fifteen pounds to the overall weight. Its adhesive quality is almost miraculous.”

      


      

      “Has it been patented?” Golightly asked, the predictable question regarding all new developments.


      

      Jack obviously anticipated it. “As research progressed, the company filed every time it made a breakthrough. It’s a complicated

         formula and a long chemical process. Years of work and progress, a lot of small breakthroughs that add up to a seismic invention.

         All told, we’re talking twenty-one U.S. and sixteen approved international patents.”

      


      

      “But is the overall product patented?” Blank asked rudely, as if Jack had evaded the question.


      

      “No, not yet.”


      

      “Why not?”


      

      Jack hesitated then released a heavy breath as if to say, I shouldn’t have to explain this, but… Instead he said, “Patents

         are public domain, Mr. Blank. The instant they’re approved, they’re posted online. Lots of firms hire researchers who study

         every new patent. File the finished product and you announce to the world what you’ve got. The CEO played it smart. He found

         a watertight way to protect the confidentiality. The entire process is wrapped in ten tons of legal protection, but nobody

         knows it exists.”

      


      

      “Has it been tested?” Blank asked in a tone that was growing increasingly antagonistic.


      

      “Yes, under very realistic conditions. Only by the company, though.”


      

      “Then you have only their word that it works?”


      

      “For the time being, I’d prefer not to disclose what I know, or how I know it.”


      

      “So we have only your word.”

      


      

      “That’s right.” Jack pushed his coffee cup away. With a few loud snaps, he opened his briefcase—they were sure he was going

         to withdraw filched lab results or a spreadsheet, some form of incontrovertible proof to back up his remarkable claims. He instead picked up the stack of slides and began stuffing them in the case.

      


      

      Blank watched him. “What are you doing?”


      

      “What does it look like I’m doing?”


      

      “Leaving.”


      

      Very coolly, Jack said, “You finally got something right today, Mr. Blank. Congratulations.”


      

      “You’re not finished, are you?”


      

      Jack smiled and continued packing his briefcase. “Uh-oh, back to the dumb questions again.”


      

      The accountant looked at Blank and explained the obvious. “I think leaving usually means finished.”


      

      “I don’t get it, Wiley. You asked for this meeting.”


      

      “You’re right, Mr. Blank. My mistake.”


      

      “What are you talking about?” Golightly asked, unnerved by how quickly this was unraveling.


      

      Jack snapped shut his case and looked up. “I hope you enjoyed the insults, because they were very expensive. Now allow me

         to leave you with something to ponder. This company can be had for as little as a hundred million. One-fifty at the outside.

         The first year, sales will almost definitely hit the four billion range. The second year, at least six. After that, it depends

         on a few variables.”

      


      

      “Variables?”


      

      Jack looked at them as if he was tired of having to explain such simple concepts. “The U.S. Army and Marine Corps are the

         obvious first customers. They’ll be pleading for all the polymer you can produce, as fast as you can manufacture it. And did

         I mention this polymer can hold dye? Take gray, for instance; a prosperous color. Imagine now if the Navy was persuaded to

         paint its ships with this polymer. Twelve aircraft carriers coated, head to stern, then a hundred destroyers, and three hundred assorted other warships.”

      


      

      The jaws on the other side of the table were dropping. The numbers struck like bullets.


      

      Jack continued in the same assured businesslike tone. “And that’s only the beginning. There’s a large private market as well—corporate

         limousines, police cars, bulletproof vests. And of course, the United States isn’t the only country with military vehicles

         that need protection. Marketed properly, I envision sales to reach the fifteen billion a year range.” Jack smiled. “Of course,

         I come from a small, backward firm. Meekness is bred into me. Regrettably, I tend to underestimate these things.”

      


      

      The three men across the table suddenly found it hard to breathe. Their knees went weak. Had they heard right? The magic numbers

         hung in the air. The accountant was noisily scribbling figures on his beloved legal pad.

      


      

      Four billion the first year alone—a two thousand percent return in only twelve months. Four billion! Why hadn’t Jack announced

         that at the start?

      


      

      “Jack, sit down and stay a little longer. Please,” Blank pleaded, suddenly overwhelmed with affection for Jack Wiley. “There’s

         a lot more for us to discuss.” He tried a smile that came across like a tree tortured by the wind. “Please, Jack.”

      


      

      Jack glanced at his watch. “My flight leaves in thirty minutes. I meet with a firm in New York in three hours. At five, I

         have to be in Pennsylvania for another meeting. Sorry, boys, busy day.”

      


      

      “These meetings wouldn’t be about this polymer, would they?” Golightly asked, overcome with a sudden feeling of nausea. If

         this deal walked out the door, if it turned out to be half what Wiley promised, and if some other firm bagged Jack Wiley, he might as well throw himself out of the window.

      


      

      If, if, if—three big ifs. A sickening feeling was telling him the ifs were about to become whens.


      

      At least it wouldn’t be a solo flight: Blank would splat in the parking lot right beside him.


      

      “I tried to warn you, Brian,” Jack said. “Three times. You blew it. It wasn’t an empty bluff; you should’ve listened.”


      

      “Don’t be that way. It’s not personal, Jack, it’s business.”


      

      “Exactly, it’s business.” Jack now had his case packed and was standing by the door. He turned his back on them and said,

         “I’ll listen to what the other firms offer. Then, maybe, I’ll get back to you.”

      


      

      With that parting shot he was out the door, gone.


      

      Like that, the fifteen-billion-dollar man disappeared.


      

      The three men huddled together for a terrifying moment. Agreement came quickly and unanimously; a few frantic, sweaty handshakes

         and a firm bargain was violently sealed. What a disaster.

      


      

      “You blew it,” he’d said—and he was right.


      

      Their only prayer was to keep this calamity from the big boys upstairs.


      

      They swore a solemn oath to carry this secret to their graves.
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      The existence of the taping system was known to barely a handful of CG’s most senior executives. Beyond that, there was just

         the small crew of closemouthed listeners hidden in the basement who monitored the action, sifted the nuggets from the useless

         chatter, and red-lighted anything alarming or worthy of interest to the big bosses upstairs.

      


      

      Only the LBO boys were targeted. Only their conference rooms were wired. Consideration had once been given to a wholesale

         expansion, to tapping their phones, bugging their desks, even planting a few listening devices in nearby bathrooms. Put in

         enough bugs and wire to match Nixon’s White House. No way. As quickly as it was raised, that dangerous idea was discarded.

         The overhead of listeners would multiply sixfold. The chance of exposure would become immense. Why risk it?

      


      

      The real action took place in the conference rooms anyway.


      

      The system was a necessary precaution, the senior leaders of CG felt. At first, anyway. Over the years some of the LBO boys

         had been caught wheeling-dealing, cutting side deals, or committing CG to things that weren’t technically or even mildly legal.

      


      

      More than perhaps any other firm in the world, the Capitol Group had a reputation that needed to be protected, whatever the

         costs.

      


      

      Over time, the taping system acquired wonderful new purposes. The CEO and a few select directors frequently listened in to

         decide which of their aspiring LBO cutthroats had the right stuff and which needed to be booted out the door. Truth was, they

         enjoyed listening to the kids bicker and quarrel, raise the pressure, and go for blood. They loved having ringside seats at

         the most profitable game in town.

      


      

      The full-time tenders worked out of a cluttered room in the basement, a small nook fitted with security cameras and a highly

         sophisticated taping console. They came and went through the service entrance at the rear of the building. They wore grease-stained

         coveralls, carried pails and brooms, and were coldly ignored by the snooty executives on the upper floors.

      


      

      Mitch Walters, the CEO, had his big feet planted on his desk. His two big hands gripped the armrests as he craned forward

         and strained to hear every word, every nuance. The instant they heard Wiley’s farewell threat and the door close behind him,

         Walters punched a button.

      


      

      The noise stopped. “Idiots. They underestimated him. He’s smarter than they are. Much smarter,” he announced for the benefit

         of the older man in the room.

      


      

      Daniel Bellweather produced a weary nod. “You have to admire it.”


      

      “You’re right, a perfect ambush. Didn’t let on till the very end.”


      

      “Just let them act stupid, play like loudmouthed braggarts, then handed them their balls on a plate.”


      

      Daniel Bellweather, or Mr. Secretary, as everybody in the firm still called him—without the slightest trace of affection—was

         a former three-term congressman and, for four years, secretary of defense under a mildly unpopular former Republican president. His tenure in the Pentagon had been somewhat rocky. There had been runaway spending on a few

         multibillion-dollar hardware programs that produced useless belly flops the military hated. Two martial misadventures that

         went horribly wrong and resulted in lots of corpses and hasty retreats. Then came the quiet revolt by a bunch of Army generals

         that had to be brutally quelled.

      


      

      The former president he had served was now in the grave; dead, he became far more popular than when he was breathing. An average

         president on his best day, compared with the sorry losers who followed in his stead, he had been lionized as one of the greats,

         an afterglow that trickled down to his retainers and aides.

      


      

      They were the sage architects, the wise elder statesmen of an administration notable for one unforgettable achievement: it

         produced no great disasters. Two full terms. Eight years without a single market meltdown, no big wars, and, in a modern record,

         slightly less than half his cabinet ended up under indictment or in prison.

      


      

      No successive administration had even come close.


      

      Mid-seventies, craggy-faced, tall, thick white hair, portly, but not too much, Daniel Bellweather had weathered nicely into

         the picture of an eminent Washington mandarin. For eight years before Walters, he had been the CEO. He steered the ship and

         attended to the details. He roared into the office screaming at six every morning and didn’t mellow out until six in the evening.

         He stoked the ranks with as much greed, fear, and insecurity as he could manage, and kept the immense profits flowing.

      


      

      His tantrums were legendary. Firm lore had it that after one of Bellweather’s calmer tongue-lashings, a senior VP fled down

         to the parking lot, withdrew a pistol from the glove compartment, and reupholstered the interior of his Mercedes with his brains.

      


      

      That myth was a wild fabrication. The man had flung himself from an upper-floor window and painted the car’s exterior.


      

      But after eight years at the helm, eight years of steadily increasing profits, and after getting richer than he ever believed

         possible, Bellweather suffered his first stroke. A mild one. Little more than a bad headache, really; his first scary glimpse,

         however, that all good things come to an end. In shock, he stepped back from the unrelenting pressure and retreated into the

         fringe role of director.

      


      

      Time to kick back and relax, he told himself; enjoy the fruits of thirty years of juking and jiving around Washington, of

         draining the swamp of as much cash as he could stuff into his pockets. It had been a terrific run; flee now, enjoy the good

         life, go on an epic spending spree, escape before it killed him.

      


      

      A year rolling through the coastal enclaves of enormous wealth followed. Then six months bouncing around the Caribbean on

         his mammoth yacht—a full year and a half of lovely tranquillity, eighteen months removed from the mad hustle-bustle of D.C.—before

         he decided he had made a horrible mistake. He became bored and miserable. Always a pathetic golfer, if anything, he became

         more terrible.

      


      

      And hanging around with a bunch of rich has-beens only reminded him of his own sorry diminished status. The perks, the sense

         of self-importance, and the action were calling him back. Plus, with all that time together, his rather young third wife suddenly

         discovered what her predecessors had learned: she loathed him. She took to sleeping in another bedroom, which was fine by him because the sex had turned dull and he was tired of her snoring anyway.

      


      

      Also he learned about the yardman, Juan, a handsome young Latin hunk who trimmed a little more than the hedges.


      

      Bellweather promptly sold the yacht, fired the gardener, dumped the wife, and had himself installed as managing director,

         a vague title that required very little work, yet gave him carte blanche to nose into any nook or cranny that interested him.

         The position of institutional magpie suited his tastes immensely, the exquisite privilege of looking over his successor’s

         shoulder and second-guessing him at every turn.

      


      

      “Think it’s real?” Walters asked, sounding deeply depressed.


      

      “Maybe. Who knows?”


      

      “Good question. Who knows?”


      

      “Well, Wiley—I guess he knows.”


      

      “Yeah, and he didn’t sound like a guy who’s shooting blanks.”


      

      “The Holy Grail project,” Bellweather repeated, letting the sound roll off his tongue. “If Wiley’s even half on the mark,

         that’s exactly what this polymer is. Do you know how much the military would pay for this miracle coating?”

      


      

      Walters rolled forward in his chair and pinched his eyebrows together. He had a pretty good idea, and that depressed him all

         the more. “Who’s this company he’s talking about?”

      


      

      “Could be anybody, really. He was very cagey.”


      

      They had both listened to the tape, three times, replaying certain key sections until they thought they’d be sick; Wiley had

         never once slipped. Not once, not a clue, not a breadcrumb. Walters quickly summed up the little they knew: “The CEO of this mysterious company is a chemical engineer.

         Two years ago, his firm pushed sales of about four hundred million. It’s a penny stock.” He rubbed his shiny forehead in frustration

         and said, “Any of ten thousand companies fit that bill, Dan. Could be Hostess Twinkies, for all we know.”

      


      

      “Who do you think he’s meeting with now?” Bellweather asked after a long moment of staring at the walls.


      

      “No idea. But they probably look a lot like us. He mentioned New York and Pennsylvania. Could be corporate, say, GE or United

         Technologies. I hope it’s not another big takeover outfit.”

      


      

      The names of a dozen fierce competitors rattled through their brains and for a long ugly moment they shared the same depressing

         thought. In the small, intensely competitive world of big-league equity firms, word would spread like a flash fire that CG

         had let the biggest catch of the year slip out of its grasp. Worse, CG, for a variety of reasons, specialized in defense work.

         It dabbled in countless other areas, diversifying to protect itself against the eventuality of an outbreak of world peace,

         unwelcome and unlikely as that might be. War, however, was its mainstay. Gouging a large chunk of defense pork remained its

         bread and butter.

      


      

      Oh yes, the story of how CG clumsily let Wiley and the most remarkable defense product of the decade walk out the door would

         roar around town.

      


      

      It would be more than Walters could bear. He could almost hear the snickers from his buddies at the Congressional Club. Could

         almost picture the insufferable smirks. “Yo, Mitch, what does fifteen billion slamming the door sound like?”—he could make up the sorry insults himself. Maybe he’d give up golf for a month or two.

      


      

      Actually, a decade or two might be more like it, he sadly admitted to himself.


      

      “We need to find our boy Jack,” Bellweather announced very firmly, an idea that got a quick nod from Walters. “Tonight. Before

         he has time to settle on somebody else.”

      


      

      “He’s going to make us eat dirt,” Walters prophesied with a mournful scowl.


      

      “We deserve it. Let him rub it in till he gets tired of it. Who do you want to handle it?”


      

      “Keep it low-key, for now. He’s got us on the ropes and he knows it. But we can’t afford to cede leverage.” Walters folded

         his arms, recovered his composure, and calmly said, “Bill Feist. He has a real gift for this sort of thing.”

      


      

      “Yep, a born ass-kisser. Send him up on the jet. Not the small one, the big one. Tell him to forget the normal wine-and-dine,

         and forget the half-measured approach. Think fifteen billion dollars.”

      


      

      “Bill’s good at that, as you know.”


      

      “This time, it’s worth every penny.” Bellweather pushed off from the wall and over his shoulder said, “And find out whatever

         we can about this Jack Wiley.”

      


      

      Locating Jack turned out to be loaded with more complications than anybody expected. This task was handled by a private security

         firm located in Crystal City, a mid-size, discreet outfit loaded with washed-up former Feds and spooks who often did work

         for CG.

      


      

      TFAC, it was called, a cluster of initials that stood for absolutely nothing but seemed to have a nice ring to it. TFAC was among a growing number of private outfits in D.C., fueled by the explosion of clandestine services and operations

         after 9/11 that slid easily in the shadows between government and private-sector work. The Capitol Group was their second-largest

         client, right behind Uncle Sam. The U.S. government could wait; the snoops dropped everything and promised instant results.

      


      

      Locating Jack was kid’s play, or so they thought initially. They focused first on New York City, especially Manhattan, the

         normal habitat of single young millionaires. Just to be on the safe side, they also weeded through the other boroughs as well.

         Eleven Jack Wileys turned up. After two hours of running down the prospects, ten of the eleven fell out: six married; two

         tucked away in retirement homes; one ensconced in jail; one in the hospital coughing out his lungs and dying of AIDS, of all

         things.

      


      

      Jack Wiley number eleven lived in Queens.


      

      Queens!—no way could this be the right Jack. No self-respecting young bachelor millionaire would be caught dead living there,

         and he was quickly dropped before anybody wasted further time on tracking him down.

      


      

      More troops were thrown into the breach and the search widened to northern Jersey, Long Island, and Westchester County, the

         usual burbs for well-to-do New Yorkers.

      


      

      Dead ends piled on top of more dead ends. Then, voilà: a likely prospect popped up with his phone number listed, along with

         his address.

      


      

      It looked right and it smelled right. The area code hinted at big money. They needed to be sure, though.


      

      A female researcher claiming to be the dispatcher for a national delivery service called Jack’s assistant at the main Cauldron office, two blocks off Wall Street. “It’s a package marked urgent we’ve tried twice, unsuccessfully, to deliver,”

         she explained, sounding very distressed—the white foam container probably had some of those mail-order steaks that cost a

         fortune and turn rotten and stinky in the blink of an eye. “The address must be off,” she complained, loudly playing up her

         frustration. “Just thank the Lord Mr. Wiley had thought to include his work number with his order.”

      


      

      The TFAC researcher rattled off the address, deliberately mixing up two numbers; the assistant promptly and sharply corrected

         the mistake.

      


      

      It was him!


      

      The address was punched into a computer, then, via the wonders of Google and its satellite service, they found themselves

         ogling a top-down satellite shot of the neighborhood. A technician adroitly expanded, shifted, and manipulated the picture

         until they were staring at a grainy, blown-up image of the roof of one Jack Wiley.

      


      

      Jack, it turned out, lived in a large, roomy brick two-story in the town of Rumson, a leafy, very well-to-do northern Jersey

         suburb, one block from the Navesink River, and a ferry shot from the Big Apple.

      


      

      One of the former Fibbies knew the police chief of a nearby borough. A friendly phone call and a nosy local cop was immediately

         dispatched for a quick look-see. He snapped pictures of the front, then left his cruiser and snuck around to get wide-angle

         shots of the sides and rear.

      


      

      Georgian in style, red brick all around, about seventy years old, three chimneys, perhaps eight thousand square feet, with

         a large walk-out basement. One entrance in the front. One in the rear. Twelve ground-level windows.

      


      

      A sticker on the lower corner of a front window declared that Jack had devices and security provided by Vector, a national

         outfit that happened, by happy coincidence, to belong to the Capitol Group.

      


      

      A different group of snoops in a large room two floors below was laboring to unearth everything that could be learned about

         Jack Wiley.

      


      

      The order was vague and nonspecific. Information of any nature or form on Wiley would be appreciated. They knew their client,

         though: dirt, as much as could be found, would be even more richly appreciated.

      


      

      This team was led by Martie O’Neal, a former FBI agent who once ran the background investigations unit for the Bureau. Martie

         was a legendary snoop with a legion of helpful contacts in government and the private sector. Digging up dirt was his specialty

         and his passion. Given two weeks, he could tell you the name of Jack’s first childhood crush, whether he was a Jockey or boxer

         man, his preferences in extracurricular drugs, who he diddled in his spare time, any medical issues, his net worth, and how

         he voted.

      


      

      He was given only five hours. Five fast and furious hours to unearth as much detail and dirt as could be found. He cherished

         a challenge and dug in with both fists. His squad of assistants gathered around and Martie began barking orders. The phones

         and faxes were kicked into gear and information began flowing in.

      


      

      By one o’clock, Martie had Jack’s report cards from college down to elementary level; as advertised, he was a very smart boy.

         Twenty minutes later, Jack’s home mortgage was splayed across Martie’s desk: a fifteen-year jumbo at five and a half percent.

         The home had cost four million; Jack plunked down three mil, and now owed $700K. Never missed or even been late with a payment.

      


      

      Jack was not only smart and rich, O’Neal decided, he was also tidy and diligent, and a savvy investor with a good eye for

         the deal. The most recent assessment listed the home as worth nine million.

      


      

      By two, after calling in a big favor, Martie had his rather large and crooked nose stuffed inside Jack’s Army record, as well

         as his father’s. Jack’s ratings from his Army bosses were uniformly exceptional. The common emphasis was his coolness under

         fire, his exceptional leadership qualities, and his care and concern for his men.

      


      

      His father served thirty-three years, a mustang who battled his way up from private to colonel and retired after twice being

         passed over for brigadier general. Nothing to be ashamed of there; the old man’s record was quite impressive. The old man

         was dead, after a long, spirited battle with cancer, buried in Arlington National right beside Jack’s mother, who had passed

         away five years before of a stroke that left her debilitated and nearly comatose for three horrible years as her husband and

         son cared for her. Army medical insurance had paid her bills until Jack and his father decided to go outside the system; Jack

         covered the rather hefty expenses after that. O’Neal even had the grave numbers in the event anybody cared to check, unlikely

         as that seemed.

      


      

      By three, Jack’s love life was being peeled back. This was accomplished the usual way. From the report cards, O’Neal’s snoops

         began speed-dialing Jack’s old teachers, a path that led directly to childhood chums, and from there to his present acquaintances.

         They identified themselves as FBI agents. A routine background check for a security clearance Jack had applied for, they explained ever so casually with a heavy splash of boredom as though they couldn’t

         care less about Jack, and didn’t really care to nose through the old closets of his life. From prior experience, four out

         of five people typically accepted this at face value. The usual odds held and they hung up on anybody questioning their legitimacy.

      


      

      Gullibility and the call of patriotic duty nearly always got the tongues wagging. How nice it felt to smear and spread rumors,

         to tarnish and trash reputations—anonymously, of course, and all in the name of Old Glory.

      


      

      The names of Jack’s classmates began pouring in, more phone calls that yielded more names. Old friends begat newer friends,

         and the stampede was on.

      


      

      A large board on a wall was created: the “Put-Jack-in-the-Box” profile, some wag named it, and that drew a big chuckle from

         the overworked searchers. The room quickly became wallpapered in yellow Post-it notes and a large spiderweb that linked together

         the widening network of Jack’s friends and business associates. By five, the researchers had more information than they could

         handle, with hundreds of leads that needed to be followed up.

      


      

      A cursory profile had taken shape, though. Handsome, Catholic, no glitches in his career. No drugs, no medical problems, no

         arrests. Jack had never been sued, nor had he ever sued. He drank—fine imported scotch seemed to be his beverage of choice—but

         rarely to excess. There were a few college tales about Jack tying one on and whooping it up, all harmless fun, but nothing

         since then. He enjoyed the ladies, they enjoyed him.
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