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San Francisco

THEY SHUFFLED INTO the courtroom like twelve of San Francisco’s homeless, shoulders hunched and heads bowed as if searching the sidewalk for spare change. David Sloane sat with his elbows propped on the stout oak table, hands forming a small pyramid with its apex at his lips. It gave the impression of a man in deep meditation, but Sloane was keenly aware of the jurors’ every movement. The seven men and five women returned to their designated places in the elevated mahogany jury box, bent to retrieve their notebooks from their padded chairs, and sat with chins tucked to their chests. When they lifted their heads, their gazes swept past Sloane to the distinguished gentleman sitting at the adjacent counsel’s table, Kevin Steiner. A lack of eye contact from jurors could be an ominous sign for an attorney and his client. When they looked directly at the opposing counsel it was a certain death knell.

With each of Sloane’s fourteen consecutive trial victories and his growing notoriety, the plaintiffs’ firms had rolled out progressively better trial lawyers to oppose him. None had been better than Kevin Steiner. One of the finest lawyers to ever grace a San Francisco courtroom, Steiner had a head of thinning silver hair, a smile that could melt butter, and oratory skills honed studying Shakespeare as a college thespian. His closing argument had been nothing short of brilliant.

Despite Sloane’s prior admonition not to react when the jurors reentered the courtroom, he sensed Paul Abbott leaning toward him until Abbott’s Hickey-Freeman suit nudged the shoulder of Sloane’s off-the-rack blue blazer. His client compounded his mistake by raising a Styrofoam cup of water in a poor attempt to conceal his lips.

“We’re dead,” Abbott whispered, as if reading Sloane’s mind. “They’re not looking at us. Not one of them.”

Sloane remained statuesque, a man seemingly in tune with everything going on around him and not the slightest bit concerned. Abbott, however, was not to be ignored. He lowered the cup, dropping all pretenses.

“I’m not paying you and that firm of yours four hundred dollars an hour to lose, Mr. Sloane.” Abbott’s breath smelled of the cheap glass of red wine he had drunk at lunch. The vein in his neck—the one that bulged when he became angry—protruded above the collar of his starched white shirt like a swollen river. “The only reason I hired you is because Bob Foster told my grandfather you never lose. For your sake you better have something good to blow that son of a bitch out of the water.” Threat delivered, Abbott finished the remnants of water in his cup and sat back, smoothing his silk tie to a point in his lap.

Again Sloane did not react. He had visions of a well-placed elbow knocking Abbott over the back of his chair, and walking calmly from the courtroom, but that wasn’t about to happen. You didn’t bloody and abandon the grandson of Frank Abbott, personal friend and Saturday morning golf partner of Bob Foster, Foster & Bane’s managing director. Pedigree and circumstance had made Paul Abbott the twenty-nine-year-old successor to the multimillion-dollar Abbott Security Company, and Sloane’s worst type of client.

Abbott had conveniently forgotten that he now sat in a San Francisco courtroom because, in the brief period he had served as the CEO of Abbott Security, his incompetence had eroded much of what it took his grandfather forty years to build. An Abbott security guard, convicted of three DUIs that a simple background check would have revealed, had sat drunk at the security desk in the lobby of a San Francisco high-rise. Half asleep, the guard never stopped Carl Sandal for identification, allowing the twice-convicted sex offender access to the building elevators. Sandal prowled the hallways late that night until he found Emily Scott alone in her law office. There he viciously beat, raped, and strangled her. A year to the day after that tragedy, Scott’s husband and six-year-old son had filed a wrongful-death civil suit against Abbott Security, seeking $6 million in damages. Sloane had urged Abbott to settle the case, especially after pretrial discovery revealed a number of failed background checks on other security guards, but Abbott refused, calling Brian Scott an “opportunistic whore.”

From the corner of his eye, Sloane watched Steiner acknowledge the jurors’ gaze with a nearly imperceptible nod of the head. Though too much of a professional to smile, Steiner gently closed his binder and slid it into a trial bag creased and nicked with the scars of a thirty-year career. Steiner’s job was finished, and both he and Sloane knew it. Abbott Security had lost on both the evidence and the law—and for no other reason than that its CEO was an arrogant ass who had ignored all of Sloane’s advice, including his pretrial admonitions against wearing two-thousand-dollar hand-tailored suits into a sweltering courtroom of blue-collar jurors just looking to find a reason to give away his grandfather’s money.

From her perch beneath the large gold seal of the State of California, Superior Court Judge Sandra Brown set aside a stack of papers and wiped her brow with a handkerchief hidden in the sleeve of her black robe. The elaborate climate control system in the recently constructed state-of-the-art courthouse had crashed under the weight of a weeklong heat wave gripping the city, causing a pack of maintenance men to scurry through the hallways lugging bright orange extension cords and portable fans. In an act of mercy, Judge Brown had taken a ten-minute recess after Steiner’s closing argument. To Sloane it felt like a temporary reprieve from the governor. That reprieve was about to be rescinded.

“Mr. Sloane, you may give your closing.”

Sloane acknowledged Judge Brown, then briefly reconsidered the scrawled blue ink on his yellow legal pad.

It was all an act.

His closing argument wasn’t on the pad. Following Steiner’s summation Sloane had slipped his own closing into his briefcase. He had nothing to rebut Steiner’s emphatic appeal and horrific description of the last moments of Emily Scott’s life, or the security guard’s wanton negligence. He had nothing with which to “blow the son of a bitch out of the water.”

His mind was blank.

Behind him the spectators sitting in the gallery continued to fan the air like a summer congregation in the pews of a Southern Baptist church, a blur of oscillating white sheets of paper. The persistent drone of the portable fans sounded like a swarm of invisible insects.

Sloane pushed back his chair and stood.

The light flashed—a blinding white that sent a lightning bolt of pain shooting from the base of his skull to a dagger point behind his eyes. He gripped the edge of the table as the now familiar image pulsed in and out of clarity: a woman lying on a dirt floor, her broken body surrounded by a blood-red lake, tributaries forging crimson paths. Struggling not to grimace, Sloane forced the image back into the darkness and pried open his eyes.

Judge Brown rocked in her chair with a rhythmic creaking, as if ticking off the seconds. Steiner, too, remained indifferent. In the front row of the gallery, Patricia Hansen, Emily Scott’s mother, sat between her two surviving daughters, arms interlocked and hands clasped, like protesters at the front of a picket line. For the moment her steel-blue eyes ignored Sloane, locking instead on the jurors.

Sloane willed his six-foot-two frame erect. At a muscled 185 pounds, he was ten pounds lighter than when he’d stood to give his opening statement, but his attire revealed no sign of the mental and physical deterioration inevitable after five weeks of fast-food dinners, insufficient sleep, and persistent stress. He kept a closet full of suits sized for the weight fluctuations. The jurors would not detect it. He buttoned his jacket and approached the jury, but they now refused to acknowledge him and left him standing at the railing like an unwelcome relative—hoping that if they ignored him long enough he would just go away.

Sloane waited. Around him the courtroom ticked and creaked, the air ripe with body odor.

Juror four, the accountant from Noe Valley, a copious note taker throughout the trial, was first. Juror five, the blonde transit worker, followed. Juror nine, the African-American construction worker, was next to raise his eyes, though his arms remained folded defiantly across his chest. Juror ten followed juror nine, who followed juror three, then juror seven. They fell like dominoes, curiosity forcing their chins from their chests until the last of the twelve had raised her head. Sloane’s hands opened in front of him and swept slowly to his side, palms raised like a priest greeting his congregation. Foreign at first, the gesture then made sense—he stood before them empty-handed, without props or theatrics.

His mouth opened, and he trusted that words would follow, as they always did, stringing themselves together like beads on a necklace, one after another, seamless.

“This,” he said, “is everyone’s nightmare.” His hands folded at his midsection. “You’re at home, washing the dishes in the kitchen, giving your child a bath, sitting in the den watching the ball game on television—routine, ordinary tasks you do every day.” He paced to his left. Their heads turned.

“There’s a knock at your door.” He paused. “You dry your hands on a dish towel, tell your son not to turn on the hot water, walk to the front door with your eyes on the television.”

He paced to his right, stopped, and made a connection with juror seven, the middle school teacher from the Sunset District, who, he knew, would be his client’s harshest critic.

“You open the door.”

Her Adam’s apple bobbed.

“Two men stand on your porch in drab gray suits, a uniformed officer behind them. They ask for you by your full name. You’ve seen it too many times on television not to know.”

She nodded almost imperceptibly.

He moved down the row. The tip of the accountant’s pen rested motionless on the pad. The construction worker uncrossed his arms.

“You assume there’s been an accident, a car crash. You plead with them to tell you she’s all right, but the expressions on their faces, the fact that they are standing on your porch, tell you she is not all right.”

The white sheets of paper stilled. Steiner uncrossed his legs and sat forward with a confused, bewildered expression. Patricia Hansen unclasped her daughters’ arms and put a hand on the railing like someone at a wedding who is about to stand and object.

“Their words are harsh, matter-of-fact. Direct. ‘Your wife’s been murdered.’ Your shock turns to disbelief and confusion. You feel a moment of absurd relief. It’s a mistake. They’re at the wrong house.

“‘There’s been a mistake,’ you say.

“They lower their eyes. ‘We’re sorry. There’s been no mistake.’

“You step onto your porch. ‘No. Not my wife. Look at my house. Look at my car in the driveway.’ You point up and down the block at your middle-class neighborhood. ‘Look at my neighbors. Look at my neighborhood. People don’t get murdered here. It’s why we live here. It’s safe. Our children ride their bikes in the street. We sleep with the windows open. No!’ you plead. ‘There’s been a mistake!’”

He paused, sensing it now, seeing it in their hollow eyes, pleading for him to continue, yearning to hear the soothing comfort of his voice, taking in his words like drugs from a syringe.

“But there hasn’t been a mistake. There hasn’t been an accident. No. It was a deliberate, calculated act by a sick and depraved sociopath who, on that particular night, at that particular moment, was intent on killing. And there was absolutely nothing anyone could have done to prevent him from doing that.”

He spread his arms, offering to shelter them from their pain, acknowledging the difficult task that awaited them.

“I wish the question before you was whether Emily Scott’s death was a horrific, senseless killing.” It was a subtle reference to Steiner’s closing argument. “On that we would certainly all agree.”

Heads nodded.

“I wish the question was whether her husband and their young son have suffered and will continue to suffer because of Carl Sandal’s indecent act.” His eyes scanned their faces. “More than any of us could imagine.” His words blended with the drone of the fans in a hypnotic cadence. “But those are not the questions you must answer, that you swore an oath to answer. And deep within, each and every one of you knows that. That’s what makes this so difficult. That’s why you feel so pained. The question before you can’t be answered by emotion. You must answer it with reason, in a case that has no reason. There is no good reason for what Carl Sandal did. There never will be.”

Tears streamed unchecked down the blonde transit worker’s face.

He looked to juror five, the auto mechanic from the Richmond district, and at that moment knew somehow that the man would be elected the jury foreman.

“I wish to God there was a way to prevent senseless, violent acts by predators intent on committing them. I wish to God we could do something here today to prevent anyone from ever opening his front door again and receiving the news Brian Scott received. I wish to God we could have prevented Carl Sandal from doing what he did.” He felt them now; he felt the part of them that had once resisted his words welcoming him. “But we can’t. Short of living in fear, barring our doors and windows and living in cages like animals… we can’t.”

He dropped his gaze, releasing them. They had opened their doors; they had greeted him into their homes. And at that precise moment, Sloane knew. He did not need to say another word. Abbott Security had not lost.

And he wished to God he could have prevented that, too.
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Bloomberry,

West Virginia

PARKED BENEATH THE cover of an aspen tree, Charles Town, West Virginia, Police Officer Bert Cooperman pinched the dial of the scanner between his thumb and index finger like a fisherman feeling a nibble. Try as he might, he couldn’t set the hook, and he sensed he was about to lose whatever played at the end of his line.

It wasn’t dispatch. Kay was on duty, and no red-blooded American with a pecker would confuse Kay’s come-hither West Virginia drawl with the man’s voice that Cooperman’s scanner was intermittently picking up. It could be park police; the switchback road, nestled in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, bordered the edge of the Black Bear National Park, which was within the park police’s jurisdiction, but the dial wasn’t close to the park police’s frequency. It was tweaked just a hair past 37.280 MHz, which was damn near Charles Town’s frequency. And that was what puzzled him.

Cooperman cocked his head toward the radio and continued to massage the dial, a fraction to the right, left, back again.

“Come on. Give me something.” Hell, he’d take anything at this point. Ten hours into a twelve-hour shift, he was already working on his sixth thermos cap of black coffee, and his eyelids still felt like garage doors wanting to roll shut. The damned full moon had given him false hope. Bullshit superstition or not, the crazies usually came out with full moons. When the crazies came out twelve hours passed like twelve minutes.

Not tonight.

Tonight it felt like twelve days. At least he had the weekend off, and with his wife and newborn baby boy in South Carolina to visit her family, that gave him a real chance to get in some uninterrupted sleep and some long overdue hunting. That thought—and the voice teasing him on the scanner—was the only thing keeping him awake. The voice had come out of nowhere, as Cooperman sat parked on the side of the road munching on an egg salad sandwich that was now stinking up the inside of the car.

“… fire roa… eight miles ou… just about… iver.”

There it was again—faint, breaking up, but still biting. Damned if he was going to let it get away.

“. . . underneath a bush… emban… abo…  waist.”

Definitely a man. Sounded as if he’d found something in the bushes. Cooperman strained to listen.

“. . . no question… dead.”

“Damn.” Cooperman sat back, slapping the steering wheel. “Animal fucking control.” They were likely calling in a road kill. Wasn’t that just his luck? He dropped the Chevy into drive and pulled from the gravel turnout.

The scanner crackled.

“—He’s dead—”

Cooperman hit the brakes. Coffee broke over the rim of the thermos cap, scalding his leg. He lifted himself from the seat and threw napkins and newspaper under him, then quickly regripped the dial—left, right.

Nothing.

“No… no… no. Come back! Come back!”

He dumped the remnants of coffee out the window and sat back, the moon taunting him. The thought hit him like his father’s hand slapping him in the back of the head when he’d done something stupid.

What if the guy isn’t dead, Coop? What if he’s still alive?

Anxiety and caffeine surged through him. He sat up. “Shit.”

What if he’s out there dying?

He hit the gas, but another thought caused him to hit the brake again. “Hell, he could be anywhere out there.” Finding a man dying of a gunshot wound would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.

That’s not good enough.

“I know, goddamn it. I know.”

What the hell did the man say? Think! What did your tired-ass mind hear, Coop?

“I’m thinking. I’m thinking.” But he wasn’t. He couldn’t. His mind was going over all the ways he’d screwed up, and the inevitable confrontation with J. Rayburn Franklin, Charles Town’s chief of police. He’d be on graveyard forever, doomed to roam the night like a damned vampire.

Fire road.

Cooperman sat up. “Fire road. Right. He definitely said ‘fire road.’”

Which could be nearly anywhere in the mountains, idiot.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “What else? What else!”

Eight miles.

“That’s right, he said ‘eight miles.’” The conversation filtered back.

Where the rivers meet.

“Where the rivers meet.”

The Shenandoah and Potomac.

Cooperman grabbed the shift, stopped.

No. Not the Shenandoah and Potomac. Too far.

“Has to be closer. What’s closer?”

Evitt’s Run.

The thought burst like an overfilled balloon.

“The fire trail. Shit, he’s on the fire trail. Got to be. Bingo.”

He tossed the remnants of the egg salad out the window and hit the switch, sending strobes of blue and white light pulsating against the trunks and branches of the trees. He pulled a U-turn from the gravel shoulder onto the pavement and punched the accelerator.

FOUR MINUTES LATER, Cooperman maneuvered the switchbacks with one hand on the wheel and returned the speaker to its clip. He’d given his position as north on County Road 27. Procedure required that he call for backup, but he knew it would take time for Operations to contact the park police, and more time for them to get an officer out to the scene.

This was his call—possibly his first dead body.

The cobwebs and burning eyes had been replaced by a burst of energy as if he’d just completed a set of ten on the bench press. Damn, he liked the rush! He looked up at the sky and howled.

“Full moons, baby!”

He punched the accelerator some more, leaning into a horseshoe turn, unafraid of overshooting the fire trail, which he could find with his eyes closed. Evitt’s Run meandered in a somewhat perpendicular line until it merged with the Shenandoah. In February and October, when Fish and Game stocked the river with trout and bass, the fire trail became a regular thoroughfare. The rest of the year it was mostly deserted, with a rare hiker or hunter seeking access to the Blue Ridge Mountains. Every year one or two of them blew off a toe or hit a buddy in the back with buckshot. This was likely one of those occasions, though it sounded serious. Cooperman figured the voice must have been calling 911, which was how his scanner picked it up. It was just like Tom Molia said. The Charles Town detective had the department in a lather with a story about his scanner picking up a man and woman screwing over the telephone, telling each other to do all kinds of crazy shit. It sounded like pure Mole bullshit—the Mole liked to stir the pot—but damned if he didn’t bring in an article from the Post talking about a glitch in the wireless technology that was causing scanners to pick up telephone calls like antennas picking up radio signals.

Cooperman grinned. “Well, it may not be two people humping, Mole, but wait till the boys hear my story.”

He might even save a life, be a hero. J. Rayburn Franklin would call it “Damn fine police work,” the kind of attentiveness he liked to see in a young officer. They’d probably write Cooperman up in the Spirit of Jefferson, the local weekly. Hell, he could get a mention in the Post, for that matter.

The car fishtailed, its back tires catching loose gravel at the edge of the road and sending it close to the embankment. Cooperman accelerated, then braked and corrected the wheel into the next turn. “Just like at the academy, Coop.” He maneuvered another switchback, saw the familiar triangular sign reflecting yellow in the car’s headlights, braked hard into a right turn, and corrected the wheel to bring the rear end in line. The car bounced and pitched on the unpaved road, dirt and gravel pinging beneath it. Its tires caught air cresting the bluff, and the car landed with a bump, headlights shimmering on the white ash and maple. Cooperman swung it to the right and stopped when the headlights illuminated a bearded red-haired man standing outside the cab of a beat-up white pickup truck.

He looked like a deer caught in headlights. “That’s right, Red, the cavalry has arrived.”

Cooperman threw the car into park and jumped from behind the wheel slapping his billy club into his utility belt while pulling the flashlight from its clip in two quick, rehearsed motions. The adrenaline pushed him forward, though somewhere in the recesses of his mind his instructors at the academy were yelling for him to slow down and think it through. His feet weren’t listening.

He called out as he approached. “You the one who made the call?” The man raised a hand to deflect the light. Cooperman lowered the beam. “You call about a body?”

Red turned to the truck. Cooperman followed his gaze with the flashlight, illuminating the back of a head framed by a gun rack holding two high-powered rifles. The short hairs on the back of his neck twitched, enough for him to instinctively unsnap the Smith & Wesson on his hip, though he resisted the urge to draw.

Think it through. Use your head. Always.

Red wore jeans, boots, and a denim jacket—appropriate hunting attire. Check. The two men wouldn’t have much luck without rifles. Two men. Two rifles. Check. The license plate on the truck was the rolling West Virginia hills at dusk below the familiar words “Wild, Wonderful.” Check again. Just a couple of good old boys sneaking off into the mountains to do a little hunting.

The passenger door of the truck swung open, and a stocky dark-haired man stepped down from the cab. Cooperman directed the beam of light toward him.

“I’m Officer Bert Cooperman, Charles Town Police. You call nine-one-one about a dead body?”

The man nodded, approaching with a cell phone in hand. It was just as the Mole said.

“Yes, Officer, I just made the call. Damn, you gave us a start getting here so quick and all. Surprised the hell out of us.” The man spoke with a distinct West Virginia accent. He sounded winded.

“I picked up the call on the scanner. I was patrolling nearby.”

The man pointed toward a thicket of Scotch broom that looked to have partly swallowed a black Lexus. “Thought it odd, the way it was parked and all,” he said as he walked toward the car. “Thought maybe it rolled. Nobody in it. Just a suit jacket. Thought that weird, too, so we took a look around, just out of curiosity, you know?” The man pointed to the edge of the embankment, changing direction as he spoke. “The body’s just down the bluff. We didn’t hear nothin’, but it looks to me like he just done it.”

Cooperman followed at a quick pace. “Just done it?”

The man stopped at the edge of a steep slope. At the bottom the Shenandoah flowed as dark as a tarred road at night. “Shot hisself in the head. Looks that way, anyway.”

“Dead?” Cooperman asked.

“Body’s still warm. I mean, we ain’t doctors or nothin’, but…”

Cooperman looked over the edge. “You think he could still be alive?”

The man pointed. “You can just see the legs right there, just to the left of that big bush—about twenty yards there. You see ’em?”

Cooperman swept the beam of light over bubby brush and red buckeye, then brought it back quickly and settled on something grotesquely out of place: a pant leg protruding from the shrubbery. A body. Goddamn, it was an honest-to-God body. Of course that was what he expected, but seeing it… his first one…

Things started moving fast again, thoughts rushing at him like objects in a kid’s video game. Cooperman started down the bluff, stopped.

Call it in. He could still be alive. The body’s still warm.

He started, stopped again.

Even if he’s alive, he’ll need more than you can give him. Call for an ambulance.

He climbed to the top of the bluff, started for the car, then turned to let the two men know what was going to happen. “I’m going to—”

Cooperman dropped the flashlight, the beam rolling across the ground and coming to a stop on the black toe of the hunter’s boot. The veterans said it looked big as a sewer pipe and was something you hoped never to see.

“My backup will be here any minute,” Cooperman said.

The dark-haired man smiled. “Thank you for that important bit of information, Officer.” The accent was gone. So was the cell phone. In his hand the man held a large-caliber handgun.

Cooperman stood staring down the barrel.
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Yosemite National Park,

California

THE CRY ECHOED off the granite walls like ghosts wailing. Sloane struggled to sit up, the sleeping bag cocooned tightly around him. He freed a hand from the twisted fabric, swept the ground for the rubberized handle, and unsheathed the serrated steel blade as he kicked free of the bag and jumped to his feet, crouching, eyes wide. His pulse rushed in his ears. His chest heaved for each breath.

The echo faded, retreating across the Sierras, leaving the sound of the mountains at night—crickets chirping, a symphony of insects, and the hushed din of a distant waterfall. A chill washed over him, bringing a trail of goose bumps and a numbing, harsh reality.

He was alone. The echoing cry was his own.

Sloane dropped the knife and ran his fingers through his hair. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, the threatening shadows became the trees and rocks by which he had made his camp.

Following the jurors’ verdict, he had been determined to get far away from the courthouse, to forget, to let the mountains comfort him as they always had. He had left Paul Abbott in the courthouse and his cell phone on the counter in his apartment along with his laptop computer and trial bag. He had driven through the San Joaquin Valley with the windows down, Springsteen’s “Born to Run” blasting from the speakers, the hundred-degree-plus heat whipping the smell of onions and cow manure from the pastures through the car. With each mile he put between himself and Emily Scott, his optimism had grown that he was moving forward and, in doing so, leaving the nightmare behind.

But he was wrong. The nightmare had followed him.

He should have known. His optimism had not been born of fact or reason, but of desperation. So encumbered by his need to forget, he had chosen to ignore the flaws in his reasoning, to invent facts that did not exist—a dangerous mistake for a trial lawyer. Now, like the dying embers of his campfire, his optimism had been suffocated, leaving only irrepressible frustration.

The pain spiked like an abrupt fever and spiderwebbed across his forehead and scalp. The headache always followed the nightmare, the way thunder followed lightning. Sloane grabbed his headlamp and stumbled across the blanket of pine needles and pebbles gouging the bottoms of his feet. His backpack was suspended from a tree branch, beyond the reach of animals. The daggers of pain spread like tentacles; a black-and-white discotheque of shimmering light blurred his vision. He bent to retrieve the stick he’d used to push the backpack high out of reach, and felt his stomach cramp, the pain driving him to one knee and forcing up his freeze-dried meal in a series of violent convulsions. The migraine would get worse, even temporarily blind him. That thought pushed him to his feet. He retrieved his backpack, pulled the small plastic container from the front pouch, and swallowed two of the light blue tablets with a squirt of water. The Fiorinal would dull the pain; it would not dull his frustration.

“Enough,” he said, looking up at a full moon in a star-pocked sky. “Enough, goddamn it.”

SLOANE CROUCHED ON his haunches in the rim of light emanating from the rebuilt fire and poked a stick at the flames, adding dry twigs. Pine needles crackled in a burst of yellow. He had broken camp, and his need to leave was now waging a battle with the voice of reason, telling him to wait for daylight. At the moment, his rational side wasn’t listening. Though he had never ventured far from the catacomb of developments that sprawled cookie-cutter homes across the San Gabriel Valley in Southern California, Sloane had come to find the Sierra Nevada an unlikely escape from work and the problems that plagued him.

Not anymore.

Whatever haunted his sleep would not be cloaked like furniture in an abandoned home. It existed independent of the Emily Scott trial, fluid and unpredictable, alive. He looked out into the darkness and felt it, something, a presence. Whatever it was, it was not going away, and he could not hide from it. It was coming for him, relentless and determined.

He stood and kicked dirt over the fire, smothering it.

It was time to move.
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Black Bear National Park,

West Virginia

DETECTIVE TOM MOLIA pulled back the shrubbery and fought that moment of revulsion when any normal person with a normal job would have tossed up the Italian sausage he had slapped between two slices of bread and called breakfast as he rushed out the door to his car. The body lay on its side, presumably as it had fallen—a well-built man, his white shirt and tie splattered in burgundy-red and gray brain matter. Near the curled fingers of the right hand, partially obscured by the tall grass and Scotch broom, protruded the ventilated-rib barrel of a Colt Python .357.

Serious shit.

Molia crouched to take a closer look. The bullet, a .357 Magnum or .38-caliber Special, had ripped through the man’s temple like a runaway freight train, taking with it a substantial portion of the top of his head.

“I hope I never get used to this,” he said.

He warded off a fly with the back of his hand. With the temperature quickly warming, it hadn’t taken them long to find the body. Molia pulled a wood leek from the ground and stuck the root in his mouth, spitting bits of dirt off the tip of his tongue. The sharp onion taste would temper the smell of death, but it wouldn’t keep it from clinging to the linings of his nostrils and clothes long after he’d left the scene.

“Colt Python. Probably a three fifty-seven. Serious piece. He meant business.”

He might as well have been talking to the dead man. West Virginia Park Police Officer John Thorpe stood above the detective on the sloped ground, whacking at the tall grass with his flashlight; he had the personality of a lamppost.

Molia stood from his crouch and considered the terrain. “The grass will hide a lot. With an exit wound that big, the bullet could be just about anywhere around here—doubt we’ll find it. But…” He paused, and if Thorpe ever learned the art of communication, he just missed another golden opportunity to show it.

Molia wiped a handkerchief across his brow and looked back up the steep bluff. Though he couldn’t see them, he knew that a horde of park police investigators and FBI agents were converging on the black Lexus like ants on candy—and just one step behind the press. Thorpe had failed to cover the car license plate, and it hadn’t taken long for the identity of the victim to be broadcast across the newswires. By the time Molia drove up the fire trail two uniformed sheriffs were already stringing a rope across the road to keep the reporters at bay.

Molia slipped off his sport coat and draped it over his shoulder, continuing to blot his brow. Maybe it was the exertion from climbing up and down the bluff, but the morning sun, already a white beacon in a cloudless blue sky, seemed intent to beat on him especially hard. Given the weather forecast, ninety degrees with 90 percent humidity, he figured to be dripping the rest of the day.

“It’s not the heat that gets you, it’s the humidity,” he said. Born and raised in Northern California’s comparatively mild climate, he found it one of the things about West Virginia he’d just never get used to. “Well, whoever said that never stood in ninety-degree heat sweating his ass off, did he, John? Hot is hot, humidity or not.”

Thorpe looked out over the bluff as if stricken by gas. If Molia had twenty more like him, he could start a vegetable garden.

He loosened his tie and lowered it three buttons; his shirt was already wrinkled. Maggie always said she could send him out the door dressed in fine linen and he’d look like a rumpled bed before he made it to the end of the driveway. It was big-man’s syndrome. At six feet he had never been what they called svelte, though as a younger man he had carried his weight like an athlete, in his shoulders, legs, and chest. But come forty, gravity had taken over, and everything seemed to be slipping to his midsection and butt, enough extra flesh for Maggie to grab and refer to as “love handles.” Love, nothing. It was a spare tire, and it was inflating. Dieting was out of the question—he loved to eat too much, which was a part of the joy of being Italian. And if getting up at the crack of dawn to jog was his alternative, well, then, he’d rather be fat. When he stepped on the scale butt naked this morning he was forty-three years old and 228 pounds.

He stuffed the handkerchief into the back pocket of his khakis and found one of the tiny Confederate soldiers from the Gettysburg Museum that he had purchased for his son, T.J. “They’ll have to go with powder burns,” he said, assuming they’d never find a bullet for ballistics. “You sure you didn’t see one of our guys, huh?”

Thorpe shrugged. “Look around.”

Molia had. According to Operations, Bert Cooperman called in just after 3:30 a.m. to say he was rolling on a report of a dead body. That had been Cooperman’s last transmission. Operations contacted the park police, and Kay got Molia’s ass out of bed with that Southern twang that gave him butterflies in places that could get a married man hit over the head. But Kay wasn’t calling out of love. Molia was the detective on call. It was all standard procedure, except that when Molia reached the site he found Thorpe, not Coop, claiming to be the responding officer and walking around like Alexander Haig at the White House. Thorpe directed Molia to the black Lexus, which was where he had found the blue and white laminated card that set off all the bells and whistles and was responsible for the federal agents in dark blue windbreakers with bright yellow lettering buzzing around the bluff like bumblebees from a disturbed hive. The dead man was Joe Branick, personal friend and White House confidant of United States President Robert M. Peak.

Thorpe shrugged. “Well, he was out of his jurisdiction; this is a federal park, Detective.”

Molia bit his tongue. He hated the territorial bullshit between law enforcement agencies. J. Rayburn Franklin, Charles Town’s chief of police, had told him more than once to play nice with the other boys, that they were all on the same team and all that other law enforcement bullshit. But Molia just wasn’t the tongue-biting type, and at the moment he had that acidic fire burning in his gut that had nothing to do with the Italian sausage and everything to do with twenty years of experience. Something wasn’t right.

“No doubt, John, except we also have a possible homicide.”

“Homicide?” Thorpe smirked. “This doesn’t look like a homicide to me, Detective. This looks like an old-fashioned suicide.”

The smirk was not a good idea. Along with his love of food, Molia had inherited an Italian temper, which was like mercury in a thermometer—hard to keep down once it started rising. Molia took the smirk as the “big boys” taking a shot at the country bumpkin detective.

“Maybe, John, but Cooperman wouldn’t have known that until he got here, now, would he?”

“Well…”

“And if it is a homicide, it’s the jurisdiction of both park police and local, and local beat you boys hands down.”

“Hands down?”

“Makes Cooperman the responding officer.”

Thorpe whacked at the tall grass with continued disinterest, but Molia could see the look already forming in his eye. Thorpe hadn’t climbed back down the bluff and stood in the sun because he wanted to strike up a friendship. He was worried he was about to lose the big buck he’d bagged, and was standing over it like a proud hunter not about to give it up.

“I don’t know what he responded to, but he ain’t here, Detective. We are,” he said, referring to the park police. “At least you can take the rest of the morning off.” Thorpe rubbed the palm of his hand over the top of his head. “Lucky you. You won’t be standing around here baking your brains.”

“Afraid not,” Molia said, rejecting the olive branch. He was about to drop his bomb, and when he did, no one was going to like him much, particularly not the bumblebees at the top of the hill. It wouldn’t be the first time, not that Tom Molia cared. What he cared about was his gut, which the roll of Tums in the Chevy glove compartment wasn’t going to soothe.

“I’m going to have to take jurisdiction of the body.”

Thorpe stopped whacking the grass. “You’re going to what?”

“Take jurisdiction of the body. Responding officer takes jurisdiction, John.”

“You’re looking at the responding officer.”

“Nope. Bert Cooperman was the responding officer. Charles Town Police. Body goes to the county coroner.”

Thorpe’s face rounded to a dulled expression. “Cooperman isn’t here. You’re looking at the responding officer, Detective.”

“Who called you, John?”

“Who?”

“Park dispatch called you, didn’t it?”

“Yeah—”

“And how did they get the call?” He let the question sink in.

“Well…” Thorpe stuttered, seeing his buck being dragged deeper into the underbrush.

“Well, the body goes to the county coroner. It’s procedure.”

“Procedure?” Thorpe pointed up the hill, smirking again. “You going to tell them that?”

“No,” Molia said, shaking his head.

“I didn’t think so.” Thorpe turned.

“You are.”

Thorpe wheeled. “What!”

“You’re going to tell them.”

“The hell I am!”

“The hell you aren’t. You got the call from dispatch. Dispatch got the call from a Charles Town police officer. The body goes to the county coroner. If the feds want to go through the proper channels to have it released, so be it. Until then, we follow procedure. You’re obligated to enforce it. This is your site. You secured it.” Molia smiled.

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

Thorpe had a habit of shutting his eyes, like a child who thought it would make everything bad go away. When he did his eyelids fluttered. At the moment they looked like two big monarch butterflies.

“Come on, John. It’s not that big a deal. With a buck this big you want to make a mistake? The press will pick this thing apart like my brothers on a Thanksgiving turkey. And don’t get me started on the feds. You break procedure, they’re going to want to know why. They’ll load you up with about two dozen questions and a stack of paperwork that’ll keep you buried from here to Tuesday.”

Thorpe’s mouth pinched as if swallowing a hundred different things he wanted to say, none of which was “you’re wrong.” Without uttering a word, he turned abruptly and started up the bluff. Molia followed. He might go back to the station and find Bert Cooperman in the locker room lifting weights, which Coop liked to do after his shift. The rookie officer might even tell him he spooked when he realized he was out of his jurisdiction—a rookie mistake. Sure, those were possible explanations. And the autopsy might also reveal that Joe Branick, special assistant and personal friend of the president of the United States, decided to put a gun to his head and blow away half his skull. At the moment, however, Molia’s gut was telling him that the likelihood of either scenario was less than that of his mother admitting that the Pope was fallible.

At the top of the bluff, out of breath, he looked up at the sky to curse the sun and noticed the trace outline still visible in the pale morning sky.

A full moon.
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Pacifica,
 California

A MOIST FOG had rolled off the Pacific Ocean in thorough disregard for summer and hung over the coastal town like a wet wool blanket, shading the streetlamps to a dull orange glow, the only color in an otherwise gunmetal-gray world that spread to the horizon—a monochrome that revealed no hint of the time of day. If the coldest winter Mark Twain ever spent was a summer in San Francisco, it was only because Twain had not had the courage to venture thirty miles south along the coast to the town of Pacifica. The fog in summer could chill so deep it made your bones hurt.

The windshield wipers hummed a steady beat across the glass. Wisps of the fog blew thick and thin, shrouding the two-story apartment building like something in a horror film. Like most things in Sloane’s life, the building had been neglected and was in need of repair. The relentless moisture and salt air stained the cedar shingles with a white residue. Rust pitted the aluminum windows, which needed to be replaced. The exterior deck coatings were peeling, and there was evidence of dry rot in the carport overhang. Eight years earlier, Sloane had taken a real estate agent’s advice and used his growing wealth to purchase the eight-unit apartment building and the adjacent vacant lot. Developers were paying handsome prices to turn the apartments along the coast into condominiums, but then the economy crashed with the precipitous drop in interest rates, leaving Sloane holding a white elephant. When an apartment became vacant he moved in to save money, not expecting to be happy about it. But in the intervening years he had grown fond of the building, like a mangy old dog that he couldn’t consider getting rid of. He slept with the sliding glass door to his bedroom open, drifting off to the sound of waves crashing on the shore, finding comfort in the rhythmic roll and thumping beat of nature’s eternal clock, a reminder of time passing.

Sloane turned off the ignition and sat back, numb.

“That is some gift you have… what you did to those jurors.”

Patricia Hansen’s words in the courtroom continued to haunt him. With practice, he had developed the fine art of stalling following a jury verdict, methodically packing his notebooks and exhibits, determined to be the last person out of the courtroom. He refrained from any backslapping and handshakes. For the family of the deceased, a defense verdict was like reliving their loved one’s death, and right or wrong, that made Sloane the Grim Reaper. He preferred to leave quietly, alone. Emily Scott’s mother had not been about to allow him that comfort.

When he turned to leave the courtroom Patricia Hansen remained seated in the gallery, a newspaper clutched to her chest. When Sloane stepped through the swinging gate she stood and stepped into the aisle.

“Mrs. Hansen—”

She raised a hand. “Don’t. Don’t you dare tell me how sorry you are for my loss.” She spoke barely above a whisper, more tired than confrontational. “You don’t know my loss. If you did, you would never have done what you just did.” She paused, but she was clearly not finished. “What Carl Sandal did? I can almost…” She swallowed tears, fighting not to let Sloane see the depth of her pain. “What he did I can almost understand. A sociopath. A crazed lunatic. Isn’t that what you called him? But what he did pales in comparison to what you did to my Emily in this courtroom… to our family, to the word ‘justice.’ You knew better, Mr. Sloane. You know better.”

“I only did my job, Mrs. Hansen.”

Patricia Hansen snatched the words like an actor given the perfect cue. “Your job?” She scoffed, looking around the courtroom with disdain before fixing him again with her steel-blue eyes. “You just keep telling yourself that, Mr. Sloane, and maybe, if you hear it often enough, someday you might actually start to believe that makes it all right.” She unfolded the newspaper and compared the man who stood before her with the photograph. “That is some gift you have, Mr. Sloane… what you did to those jurors. I don’t know how you did it, how you convinced them. They didn’t want to believe you. I saw it when they came back. They had their minds made up.” A tear rolled down her cheek; she disregarded it. “Well, consider this, Mr. Sloane. My Emily is dead, and my grandson will never have his mother. That is something you can’t change with your words.”

She slapped the newspaper against his chest. With both hands holding trial bags, Sloane watched it fall to the ground, his photograph staring up at him from the tile floor.

During Sloane’s run of victories, all on behalf of defendants in wrongful-death civil trials, what began as a simple premonition that the jurors would find for his client, sometimes against his own judgment, had become unmistakable knowledge. Sloane knew before he stood to give his closing argument that he had lost. He knew that the jury considered Abbott Security culpable. He knew they believed the guard was negligent. He knew they hated his client. He knew, as did all good trial lawyers, that you did not win cases in closing argument—a television gimmick for the dramatic. He knew that there should have been nothing he could say to change their minds.

And yet he had.

They had returned a verdict for Abbott Security in less than two hours. He had convinced them all, every single juror, of something even he did not believe. What was more troubling was that when he had stood to give his closing he had no idea what he would say to convince them, and yet he had said the very words they needed to hear to assuage their doubts and erase their concerns. Only they weren’t his words. It was his voice, but it was as if the words were being spoken through him by someone else.

Not wanting to linger on that thought, he pushed open the car door into a strong wind that carried a distant, whistling howl and the briny smell of the ocean. As he stepped from the Jeep he felt a shock of pain in his right ankle. He’d rolled it during his descent down the mountain trail in the dark, and it had swollen and stiffened on the drive home. He retrieved his backpack, slung the strap over his shoulder, and limped toward the building. The familiar light in the first-floor apartment window farthest to the right glowed like a beacon welcoming a ship, but he did not see the top of Melda’s head. Melda rose at 4:30 every morning of the week, a disciplined habit from working in the fields growing up in the Ukraine. She’d be concerned to hear someone in the apartment above her. Sloane was not supposed to be home for two more days. He’d dump his backpack in his apartment and visit for a cup of tea. Drinking tea with Melda was like sitting in a soothing bath, and he could use one at the moment.

He fumbled with a cluster of keys that would have made a high school janitor blanch, found the key to his mailbox, and reached to insert it where the lock should have been but where now existed a small hole. He put the key in the hole and pulled open the metal door, finding the lock at the bottom. The doors to the seven other mailboxes mounted to the building remained closed, locks in place. Sloane picked up the lock and considered it. It had likely worked its way loose and fallen when Melda collected his mail—one more project on his growing checklist.

He put the lock in his pocket, adjusted the backpack on his shoulder, and ascended the two flights of concrete stairs, holding on to the railing for support. As he limped down the landing he noticed a wedge of light on the asphalt. The door to his apartment was ajar. Melda had a spare key, and it was possible she was inside, even at this early hour, but she would have shut the door to keep in the heat. It was also possible she had failed to shut the door fully on leaving, and the wind, gusting off the ocean, had blown it open. Possible, but also not likely. Melda was careful. She would have shaken the handle.

Sloane slid the backpack from his shoulder, reached to push open the door, and snatched back his hand at the sound of something shattering inside the apartment. Fighting the impulse to rush in, he listened a beat, then gently pushed the door. The hinges creaked like bad knees. He stepped over the threshold and leaned inside.

It looked as if a hurricane had touched down in his living room.

The wall-to-wall carpet was strewn with debris: paperback books, CDs, papers, clothes, and toppled furniture. The cushions of the couch had been shredded, the stuffing scattered about the room like large cotton balls. His stereo and television lay in ruins, the insides spilled on the carpet like gutted fish.

A glass shattered in the kitchen.

Sloane stepped over the toppled hall table, pressed his back against the wall that ran parallel with the kitchen, and slid silently forward. He paused at the wall’s edge, gathered himself, and whirled around the corner. Glass shattered at his feet. A shadow bolted across the kitchen counter and leaped into the darkness of the living room.

Bud, his cat.

Sloane looked down at the broken plate at his feet, which a moment earlier had been on the leaning stack amid the contents of his cupboards. Bud had apparently been standing on the stack, licking at a puddle of syrup that had overflowed the counter. That explained the shattered glass. It didn’t explain the destruction. That thought came simultaneously with the sound.

Soft footsteps behind him.

Too slow to turn, Sloane felt something hard slam against the back of his head.
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The West Wing,

Washington, D.C.

PARKER MADSEN CONSIDERED the polish on a black wingtip shoe in his hand. Three other pairs waited atop their original boxes, each aligned against the wainscoting like soldiers at inspection. Madsen wore the fifth pair—a different pair for each day of the week, sturdy shoes built more for durability than appearance. According to a military doctor, Madsen pronated when he walked. He thought that by examining the wear on the rubber heels he could determine his most demanding day of the week. So far, he had noticed no correlation.

On the second and fourth Thursdays of each month, a staff assistant took the shoes to a stand on New York Avenue where a Vietnam veteran understood the term “spit-polished to shine.” Madsen’s assistant brought back the shoes Friday morning, along with Madsen’s dry cleaning: button-down white dress shirts and three-button navy-blue suits. The Washington press corps was fond of saying the retired three-star general had traded his olive green for navy blue, a sarcastic dig that Madsen took as a compliment. He had little time for, or interest in, things like dress and decor. Uniforms saved time that could then be devoted to more worthy matters. The military understood this. So, too, had Einstein.

Madsen placed the shoe back atop the box, beside its partner, removed the .45 from the holster concealed beneath his suit coat, placed it on the top shelf of the lower cabinet, and closed the door. He sidestepped his red Doberman, Exeter, curled in a ball on a felt-covered beanbag, and walked to his desk, where eight neatly aligned newspapers awaited his attention. His staff stripped the papers of the sections that served only to give them bulk—sports, entertainment, culinary tips, and advertising—and underlined articles of interest. Then his secretary arranged the papers on his desk in the order he preferred: the Washington Post first, of course, then the Washington Times, the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times (which he considered a liberal rag), the Los Angeles Times (to get a flavor of the West Coast), the Chicago Tribune, the Dallas Morning News, and the Boston Globe. Normally Madsen had skimmed the articles before nine a.m. Today would not be normal.

He pressed the intercom on his telephone. “Ms. Beck, you may send in the assistant United States attorney,” he said. Then he sat back, picking a piece of lint from the sleeve of his coat. It floated in the stream of light tunneling through the multipaned French windows behind him. Madsen chose to sit with his back to the view of the South Lawn, though he had lobbied hard for this particular office. It had nothing to do with the view. Traditionally, the White House chief of staff kept an office across the street in the Old Executive Office Building, just fifty yards from the West Wing in distance, but miles in terms of prestige and power. The big boys worked in the West Wing. Madsen got an office two doors removed from the Oval Office.

When the door to the office opened, Exeter raised his head. Madsen snapped his fingers before the dog could bark, but Exeter’s eyes remained focused on the assistant United States attorney walking across the carpeted floor. Rivers Jones had the gait of a circus performer on stilts, a robotic flow of rough angles and determined elbows and knees that seemed to add two to three inches to his six-foot frame. Jones’s plain gray suit, white shirt, and burgundy paisley tie matched his demeanor: lifeless and devoid of color or interest.

Madsen stood as Jones entered. “Thank you for being prompt, Rivers. Please have a seat.”

“General,” Jones said, reaching across the desk to shake hands before unbuttoning his jacket and falling into the chair across the desk, looking like a schoolboy seated before the principal. Madsen had had the legs on the chair shortened by two inches. No one sat higher than the five-foot-eight chief of staff in his own office.

“You saw my press conference?” Madsen asked, getting to the point.

Jones nodded, struggling to get comfortable. “I watched it this morning as I dressed.”

“I’m sure it made some editors’ mornings. Not every day you can replace a business-section filler with a White House death. Joe Branick will sell a lot of newspapers.”

Jones shook his head. With a sharp nose and fine hair, whose strands stood as if electrified, he looked like a Midwestern scarecrow. “A cowardly act.”

Madsen looked down at him. “Have you ever fired a weapon, Rivers?”

Jones hesitated, the question unexpected. “No…”

“Well, I have. And it is my personal opinion that putting a loaded gun to one’s head and pulling the trigger takes a hell of a lot of balls.” Madsen put a hand to his lips and softened his tone. “Why does anyone do the things they do, Rivers? If I knew, I’d have a couch in here and a diploma on the wall.”

As it was, Madsen had nothing on his walls. They displayed no artwork, no family photographs, no diplomas, though he was a third-generation graduate of West Point. There was no leaded-glass case displaying the impressive number of medals he’d received in battles from Vietnam to Desert Storm, nothing to distract focus from the present tasks at hand. Possessions encumbered a man.

“Unfortunately, I don’t have time to consider it. As you well know, hell broke loose around here this morning and the timing is very, very bad. I cannot disclose details at the moment, but this is another crack in the levee, and I’ve already got my fingers in eight holes. I’m running out of fingers, Rivers.”

“I’m here to help, General.”

Madsen walked to the front of the desk, leaning on the edge, arms crossed, the fabric of his suit stretching taut along his back and arms. He considered Jones with hazel eyes the color of wood chips, and a face tanned and lined like worn leather gloves.

“This thing needs to be handled competently and efficiently. As hard as it may be, the president must put this behind him and do the job the people of this country elected him to do, the sooner the better. The press loves this kind of garbage; hell, you know that. Some nut will start spreading rumors faster than a summer fire in a field of dry grass. The next thing you know, they’ll be calling this ‘another Vincent Foster.’ I need someone who understands that.”

“It won’t be a problem, General.”

Madsen raised an eyebrow. “When a special assistant to the president of the United States kills himself it is a problem, Rivers. When the special assistant is also a friend of the president it is one hell of a fucking problem.” Ordinarily Madsen did not use or appreciate profanity. He considered it indicative of a limited vocabulary, but he was making a point. “May I be direct with you?”

“By all means.”

“The more people who are involved in an investigation, the greater the potential for error, and in this case every error will be magnified. Are you familiar with military procedure, Rivers?”

“Sir?”

“The military operates in teams of three. Do you know why? Because research proves three is an optimum number to produce maximum efficiency. More than three causes a blurring of responsibilities. Less than three does not provide adequate resources. I want a team of three, Rivers. You’re my choice for third, and I’ve pulled some strings to get you.”

Jones sat a little higher in his seat. “You won’t be disappointed, General.”

It sounded neither forced nor rehearsed, though, of course, it was. Madsen knew that Rivers Jones was the right choice, because he knew everything there was to know about the man, including his preference for briefs over boxer shorts. Thirty-nine, married with no children, Jones cheated regularly on his wife with a high-priced escort in McLean. Though born a Catholic, he professed to be a Protestant for political reasons—he did not intend to be employed by the Department of Justice forever. Like everyone else in Washington, Jones had political ambitions. He wanted a career in the United States Senate or House of Representatives so he could live the rest of his life off the American tit and well-financed lobbyists. Fully aware of the importance of political allies in a town of politicians, Jones had married the daughter of Michael Carpenter, the Speaker of the House. It wasn’t love. In short, crass terms, Jones was a kiss-ass, and he knew whose ass to kiss.

Madsen straightened and walked around the desk to his chair. “You’ve spoken with the park police?”

The White House Security Office had received the call at 5:45 a.m. They reached Madsen at home. He had been on the treadmill for exactly forty-two minutes. After hanging up, Madsen contacted the attorney general and requested Jones. He called Jones at his home, awakening him with the news that he would lead the DOJ investigation into Joe Branick’s death. Because Branick was a member of the White House staff and a federal employee, and because his body was found in a national park, the federal government in general, and the United States Department of Justice in particular, had jurisdiction over any investigation. It was Jones’s job to advise the park police of this fact. They were to stand down.

“I spoke to them first thing this morning, after you and I hung up,” Jones assured him.

“And they agreed to transfer their files?” Madsen asked.

“They agreed, but they don’t have jurisdiction, General.”

Madsen pressed down a cowlick with the palm of his hand. The military had cropped the stubborn tuft of hair, but it had returned when his publicist recommended that he grow his hair longer as his political career took shape. “What do you mean, they don’t have jurisdiction?”

“It seems that a Charles Town police officer was first on the scene, and one of their detectives took jurisdiction. Apparently he was rather stubborn about it.” Jones pulled a small pad from his coat pocket and considered his notes. “A Detective Tom Molia. He had the body delivered to the county coroner.” He looked up from his notes. “Technically, he’s correct.”

Madsen did not try to hide his displeasure with the unforeseen turn of events. “Contact the county coroner and tell him he is to relinquish the body without inquiry.”

“Without inquiry?”

“An autopsy will be done at the Justice Department.”

Jones gave him an inquisitive look. “Sir?”

Madsen eyed Jones’s notepad and pen until Jones closed the pad, clicked his pen, and placed both in the inside pocket of his jacket. “I am not one to sully a dead man’s reputation, Rivers”—Madsen walked around the corner of his desk and opened the drawer—“but as I said, I want there to be full disclosure between us.” He handed Jones a packet and spoke while Jones opened the envelope and pulled out the contents. “I assumed you would subpoena Mr. Branick’s telephone records as part of your investigation, and took the liberty of obtaining them. You will find a telephone call to the White House at 9:13 p.m. Joe Branick called the president night before last. The president related to me that Mr. Branick did not sound well, that he had been drinking. There were rumors of excess, but the president does not want unsubstantiated rumors repeated in the newspapers. Understandably concerned about his friend’s well-being, the president offered to meet with him in private. Joe Branick arrived at the White House at ten-twelve p.m. You will find records of his arrival and departure.”

Madsen waited while Jones shuffled through the papers. “Statements taken from the two uniformed security officers at the West Gate confirm Mr. Branick’s agitated appearance. The president met with him in the first family’s private quarters, alone. He has since related to me that Joe Branick did not look well. He was foul-tempered.”

 “Did he say what he was upset about?”

Madsen paced in the slatted light from the French windows and the motes of dust it illuminated, giving him the appearance of an old black-and-white movie. “The White House operates on late-night dinners and handshakes at cocktail receptions; you know that, Rivers. It’s not the way I choose to do business, but when in Rome you do as the Romans do.” He shrugged. “If my Olivia had lived, I’m not sure she would have understood, either.”

“Understood, sir?”

Madsen stopped pacing and faced the assistant U.S. attorney. “Joe Branick’s wife despised these affairs, Rivers. She rarely attended. She chose to live in the country. According to the president, their marriage was strained as a result, and Mr. Branick, unhappy. Depressed.” Madsen walked to his desk, picked up a single piece of paper, and handed it to Jones. “Four weeks ago Joe Branick completed an application for a permit to carry a firearm. I took the liberty of obtaining a copy of that permit for you as well.”

Jones studied the application.

“In short, Rivers, these are private matters. The president does not want his friend’s reputation trampled in the newspapers. I agree, but for different reasons.” Madsen returned to the front of the desk and stood over Jones. “What reflects poorly on Joe Branick will reflect poorly on the president, Rivers, which means it will reflect poorly on this administration. As callous as it may sound to some, I won’t have it. As Joe Branick’s friend, the president will feel great guilt. He will question whether he could have stopped him. I can’t be troubled with guilt. I’ve lost a lot of men, good men, under my command. We honor them and we move on, not because we have forgotten them but because we have not forgotten them. We have a job to do. The president has a job to do, Rivers. The best way to honor his friend is to do that job and to do it well. I’m going to see that he does—six more years, God willing.”

Jones stood. “I understand.”

“Good.” He turned for his chair again, speaking over his shoulder. “I’d suggest you start your investigation with Mr. Branick’s office. I’ve ordered it sealed.”

“Sealed? May I ask why?”

Madsen turned back to him. “Because I do not know what could be in there that could be sensitive to this administration or national security. Mr. Branick was a White House confidant, Rivers.” Madsen paused. “But I assure you, from this moment forward, this is your investigation.”
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