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The real rulers in Washington are invisible and exercise power from behind the scenes.

—U.S. Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter




	

    
	
		PROLOGUE


OVER YAZD, IRAN
2330 HRS. ZULU
         

THE DESERT sand stirs for a moment before coiling up like smoke in the direction of the blowback created by the Sikorsky MH-53J’s titanium-and-steel rotor blades. The Sikorsky sails just a few feet above the sand dunes, flying low to avoid radar detection. In whisper mode, the helicopter makes a sound more evocative of a golf-course sprinkler than a 38,238-pound troop carrier. Inside, the men of the 21st Dust Devils Special Operations Squadron of the 352nd Special Operations Group wait without a word of chatter passing between them. This silence, however, is not tactically mandated. This silence is a function of the fucking heat. On a night like this, the stale, hot desert air can push the mercury well over one hundred degrees, which is uncomfortable, at best, when one is completely naked but almost intolerable when wearing thirty pounds of ordnance and Kevlar. Even with years of training, these soldiers have to concentrate simply to keep from passing out. That kind of effort takes focus that’s best not wasted on talking.
         

Not that the Dust Devils have much to talk about in any case. The pre-op briefing they received in Iskenderun has been repeated and reviewed so many times, the mission objectives are as familiar to them as their home phone numbers. These objectives were applied to the general insertion-and-extraction scenario the men have drilled on so often that muscle memory will do more than half the work for them. So long as the hostages are where the intel indicates they are, the Dust Devils think, this op will not be unlike going to the grocery store to extract a quart of milk, a confidence shared by every man in the unit, even the more historically fluent who recall Captain Edward A. Murphy’s famous remark “If anything can go wrong, it will.”

But then, Captain Murphy was air force, not Special Forces.

*  *  *


The Sikorsky’s two rear wheel sets kiss the roof of Ardakan Charity Hospital. A falling leaf makes more noise. Less than two seconds later, five pairs of boots spill out. In one fluid move, Sergeant First Class Robert Gundy takes the point as his men fall into a standard two-by-two cover formation behind him. The deployment is only slightly more coordinated than a ballet you might see on any given night at Lincoln Center.

Gundy shoots a look to his right to find that the roof-access door is precisely where the briefing given by his CO said it would be. With a sharp jab of his finger, he gives Sergeant Bellamy the signal to unlock the door, which Bellamy does with practiced efficiency and the aid of a hydrosulfuric acid mixture that bubbles and hisses through the lock like a destructive Alka-Seltzer. After a few seconds of chemical activity, Bellamy pops the lock as easily as if he were walking down a flight of stairs.

The Dust Devils navigate the utility stairwell, taking the steps two at a time, and arrive at their designated floor. Gundy places a gloved hand on the bar that their briefing indicated would open the door into the intensive care unit, the lone barrier now separating him and his men from the rest of a hospital staffed and occupied mostly by civilians. He hopes he won’t have to kill any of them but knows that such hope is futile. The thought gives him pause for maybe half a second.

Gundy pushes the door open to reveal the ICU. The room is both dark and quiet, two things no hospital anywhere in the world is. Shit’s wrong, Gundy thinks. Too damn quiet for a hospital. A hospital in the States, at least, he corrects himself. No electricity’s just SOP for a BFC like Iran. “Standard operating procedure” for a “backward fucking country.” He gives the signal for the men to don their AN/PVS-22 Night Vision goggles.
         

Gundy taps a button and the view through his goggles shifts from murky blackness to the ethereal green light of infrared. Activating the infrared also toggles the settings on the mini-cam mounted to each man’s helmet, so the video feeds transmitted via WiFi back to the Sikorsky are simultaneously shifted to Night Vision. The Sikorsky, in turn, uploads the data—after encrypting it—to a KH-11 satellite flying in geosynchronous orbit directly overhead. It takes approximately 1.68 seconds for the bird to decode, re-encrypt, and relay the video back to Earth, where the data stream can be unencrypted yet again and displayed on an LCD flat-screen. “As good as the feed is, it’s not much good,” a professorial-looking Paul Langford mutters, scrutinizing the video.

Behind Langford, the Operations Center is abuzz with focused activity. A cadre of a dozen men, all wearing nondescript business suits, dutifully attend to their jobs at workstations consisting of computer displays, ebony keyboards, and touchpad interfaces. There is no reason other than personal habit that Langford is peering at the LCD monitor. The same footage plays on a matrix of flat-screens arrayed on the op-center wall, almost as large as a movie screen. With the overhead fluorescents dimmed, the green-tinted night-vision imagery provides most of the lighting in the room, casting the entire space in a ghostly emerald hue.

Watching the images come in from Gundy’s helmet cam, Langford takes all of eight seconds to verbalize his misgivings, which he does in three syllables: “Call it off.”

“Misplaced your balls, Paul?” William Rykman, a taciturn man five years Langford’s senior, says. He has a military bearing to go with his thick, marine-like physique. A Brillo pad of hair tops a severely angular face that frames eyes as cold as a New England winter. He’s got a knack for simultaneously criticizing Langford and challenging his manhood with the most economy of words.

Langford and Rykman aren’t on each other’s Christmas-card lists, but what they lack in friendship, they make up for in mutual respect. They share a bond that’s closer than blood, even closer than marriages lasting for decades. It’s the type of bond born of holding another man’s intestines inside his torso with your bare hand while concussion grenades explode over both your heads.

“Balls have nothing to do with it, Bill, and you damn well know that. Something’s not right here.”

“We’re not going to get another chance at this,” Rykman reminds him in a level voice.

“Jahandar got wise to what we’re trying to pull, Bill. It’s time to go to plan B.”

“Agreed. Soon as we get the men from plan A back.”

“Those men are acceptable losses. An entire division of Special Forces troops is not.” Langford tries to keep his voice as even as Rykman’s but can’t quite pull it off. At the end of the day, that’s what really distinguishes the two men: Langford’s heart may have grown cold decades ago, but Rykman’s has always been at absolute zero. Assuming he has one to begin with.
         

“I hope I don’t have to remind you that I’m in command here,” Rykman replies. “I make the tactical decisions. I define the acceptable level of loss.”

“Bill—”

“Green light.” Rykman says this not to Langford but to Tyler Donovan, a short but stocky crew cut of a man who had any trace of independent thinking removed by time and training long ago.

Donovan glances over to Rykman’s seat, slightly removed from the table, before repeating the “Green light” order into the system that keeps him in real-time communication with the Dust Devils, half a world away.

Those two syllables are all Gundy needs. He flashes the signal to commence the next stage of the operation, extraction: His index and middle fingers in a V-for-victory sign, he points to his goggle-clad eyes and then pulls the fingers down. Night Vision off.
         

Bellamy is up next. He throws a flash-bang grenade down the hospital corridor. The hallway lights up like Times Square on New Year’s Eve, blinding and disorienting the armed guards keeping watch at the other end. It takes only three silenced shots—which sound like someone spitting out watermelon seeds—to send the guards to Allah. The corridor now secure, the Devils continue their practiced attack, moving down the hallway and into the room where their pre-op briefing told them the hostages would be.

Gundy switches on his Maglite, tacitly giving his men permission to turn on theirs. The high-wattage flashlight beams cut the room into sections. Light dances around before coming to rest on the faces of six men, all strapped to gurneys. Faces, however, would be inaccurate. One of the men has been relieved of his right eye. Another is missing a nose. A third has had his skin peeled off, and an eyelid, which exposes a milky white sphere that glows in the reflected light. The eye, like those of the other men, has no spark of life.
         

None of the Devils blanch. They’ve seen worse done to men, and worse still done to women and babies. If they have an emotional response at all, it’s not disgust or sorrow, but rage. And the rage is fueled not by the depravity done to their countrymen but by the realization that comes too late: They’ve been had.
         

*  *  *


Langford and Rykman watch the grainy video images being sent back by the Dust Devils and reach the same conclusion. The six hostages weren’t prisoners; they were bait. The epiphany hits hard, like a slap in the face from a betrayed lover.

Langford notices Rykman leering at the gory images. He’s made a habit of turning a blind eye to Rykman’s tendencies toward the sadistic. Instead, he focuses on the six dead hostages. It’s worse than he feared and just as he’d warned them all, but Langford doesn’t revel in being proved right. He’s not the type of man to celebrate, under any circumstances, the death of even a single American.

Nothing but the static from the Devils’ radios prevails, blanketing the Operations Center in a thick hiss that sounds like driving rain. After a few seconds—the kind of seconds that unfold with the speed of hours—Rykman takes a step toward the monitors that still display the video feeds of the mutilated hostages. He continues to stare at them, neither angry nor sad, like an auditor looking over a tax return. “All right,” he mutters, his voice barely above a whisper. “Let’s get them home.”

*  *  *


Gundy hears Donovan convey Rykman’s evac order. He raises his index finger in the air and whirls it around three times. “Bug out.”

Sergeant Murphy is the first to speak. “We taking them?” He points to the six dead hostages.

“They’re Americans.”

With that, the Dust Devils start to release the hostages from their confines. The men work quickly, each using his Colt Commander utility knife to slice gurney straps with the precision of a Japanese teppanyaki chef. With the hostages dead, there’s no need to be gentle about it. There’s no time to be either. “Two-six over,” Murphy calls out. They’re already twenty-six seconds behind their op schedule. Gundy doubles his speed, and as a result, he doesn’t see the wire cable that’s wrapped around the neck of the hostage he has in his arms. As Gundy lifts the dead man, the upward motion pulls the cable taut. Gundy barely has a second to register the cable’s resistance before it flies free of a hidden gas canister with the sound of a cork popping.
         

Then comes the screaming.

Olive-green gas carpets the entire room within seconds. Gundy takes a breath, and it feels like a colony of army ants lines his throat, each one trying to burrow its way through mucous membranes to freedom.

Murphy is the first to remove his goggles, revealing the cracked, blistering skin around his now-bloodshot eyes. There’s a deep, dark recess of his mind that has always been curious about what it feels like to have your face burn off. Now he knows. The agony continues for twenty seconds before he mercifully passes out. Death follows thirty seconds later.

Gundy is next to die. This can’t be fucking happening, he thinks over and over again as he suffocates. When he finally drops, the thirty pounds of equipment he’s carrying makes a resounding smack on the hospital linoleum.
         

A third Dust Devil, Roger Pruitt, places his SIG Sauer P226 under his jaw and fires a single, self-euthanizing shot.

With Pruitt’s death, Bellamy and a fifth Dust Devil, Edwin Hodge, are the last men standing. As the ranking officer, Bellamy should be the one to give the bug-out order, but it’s hardly necessary. In any case, he can’t speak with the fucking gas choking the life out of him. The two men make their way out of the hospital room and race back to the utility stairwell, where they take the steps two at a time up to the Sikorsky waiting on the roof.

The helo’s pilot sees the soldiers and notes they’re about three men and six hostages short of the group he’s supposed to be lifting off. But Bellamy barks at him, “Abort op! Abort op!,” which prompts the pilot to stab a series of buttons that start the copter’s twin props and readies them to fly the hell out of Dodge.

*  *  *


In the Op Center, Rykman turns to Donovan. “Cover our tracks.”

Langford looks to Rykman, who doesn’t meet his gaze.

Even Donovan, who always obeys without question, glances up at Rykman.

“Scorched earth,” Rykman confirms.

Donovan types in a string of commands that send a concert of electronic signals into space to be retransmitted back down to the Sikorsky…

*  *  *


It takes only one pound of military-grade M112 C-4 plastic explosive—the same explosive al-Qaeda used to bomb the USS Cole in 2000—to cut a one-inch-thick piece of steel in half. The belly of the Sikorsky is packed with almost thirty pounds of the stuff, needing nothing other than Donovan’s signal to ignite it. Within milliseconds, the signal reaches the receiver hidden away in the Sikorsky’s bowels and triggers the C-4. The chemical reaction that occurs releases a cornucopia of gases. The nitrogen and carbon oxide storm expands so fast that the force released is the equivalent of a car slamming into a concrete wall at 300 miles per hour.
         

Bellamy, Hodge, the Sikorsky’s pilot, and the Sikorsky are ripped apart in seconds.

The return-trip jet fuel joins the gas and chemical orgy, the whole thing blossoming into a fireball that consumes the upper six floors of the Ardakan Charity Hospital, destroying all evidence of both the Dust Devils and the six hostages they were charged with recovering.

Scorched earth.
         

*  *  *


“We’ll need cover stories for the hostages,” Rykman says. “Car accidents, house fires, whatnot.”

“What about the op team?” Donovan asks.

“Training exercise.”

Without waiting for confirmation from Donovan, without exchanging a glance with Langford, Rykman turns and marches out of the room. He’s barely at the door before all thoughts of the Dust Devils, the hostages, and the Sikorsky are expunged from his mind. There are more pressing matters to deal with. Langford was right about one thing: His enemies figured out what the hostages, Rykman’s assets, were doing in Iran in the first place. As Langford said, it’s time for plan B.
         

*  *  *


Rykman pushes open the steel door and is greeted by a thick blast of humidity. He takes a deep hit, filling his lungs before slowly exhaling in a practiced attempt to clear his mind. He’s not troubled by what just happened—no more than an oncologist is troubled by a spot on an x-ray of a patient he’s just met—but he wants to give himself one last reprieve, a few more seconds of calm reflection, before pulling the trigger on the decision he made in the elevator ride up from the Op Center.

Rykman takes one look at the nondescript industrial park surrounding him—gray warehouses with gray doors and gray roofs, a monument to the unexceptional—and removes his phone from his pocket. The custom firmware on the phone’s touchscreen scans his thumbprint and biometrically confirms it belongs to General William J. Rykman, U.S. Army, retired.

The phone on the other end of the line rings only once before Rykman speaks. “Rykman. Ident code six-niner-alpha.” A series of harmonics—three overlapping chimes—indicate acceptance of Rykman’s call. Seconds later, a voice drier and more world-weary than Rykman’s croaks out a simple question: “Yes?”

Rykman pauses. The encryption needs a second to work its magic, so it’s best not to reply too quickly lest he cut the other caller off. In that brief moment, Rykman reflects on the fact that while the man’s question—“Yes?”—may be simple, the answer is anything but. The answer is damn complex and nuanced, as all good answers are. But that will be fodder for a different conversation in a secure location swept of any electronic eavesdropping devices. For now, pure naked information will suffice: “Vanguard’s dead.”

“All of them?”

“All of them.”

“Any consideration given to replacing the assets?”

“It took thirteen months to set Vanguard’s cover. And the target blew through it anyway.”

“We go with plan B, then. Solstice.”

“Green light?” Rykman asks, more out of habit than a genuine need to confirm.

“Green light.”

The line goes dead. Rykman swallows another gulp of humidity before he makes a new secure call. The voice on the other end is female and unfamiliar. He’s fallen behind on his review of the personnel files of his ever-growing staff. Again. He makes a mental note to catch up—tonight, over a glass of Macallan—before acting on his elevator-ride decision. “Send a cleaning crew to eight sixty-three M Street, Georgetown. Langford, Paul.”


	

    
	
		ONE


DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS
4:03 P.M. EST
         

JESUS PENA leans back on the metal chair he’s sitting on, glances over at his attorney, and then returns his attention to the bandage on his hand. He picks at it, giving it a flick, flick, flick with the nail of his index finger, as if to suggest he’s far more interested in whether the bandage will stay on than in how many years of his life he can expect to spend in prison. In addition to the bandage, Jesus wears a bright orange DC DOC jumpsuit. The outfit would have had the effect of making him look nonthreatening, bordering on silly, were the sleeves not rolled up to expose the intricate multicolored tattoos covering both arms. They complement the two additional tattoos in the shape of teardrops under his right eye. The face tats, each the work of a different prison artist, represent two different murders. However, neither homicide is the reason Jesus is sitting in the concrete-floored jailhouse conference room.
         

Jesus looks up from his bandage again, this time to eye-fuck the prosecutor, Sandy Remz, although he knows the man only as “the DA motherfucker.” Remz is sitting across from him at the bolted-to-the-floor metal table. He has the kind of smug look that comes with knowing he has Jesus dead to rights. It’s a look Jesus has daydreamed at length about wiping off the DA motherfucker’s face from the skin on down ever since first meeting him at his arraignment six months ago. It was at that hearing that the prosecutor argued, with the kind of fire-and-brimstone self-righteousness you’d expect from a southern preacher and not from some 50K-a-year civil servant, that Jesus was a flight risk and should therefore be left to rot in jail until he was convicted. And that, Jesus recalls with venom, is why he’s wearing this fucking orange jumpsuit and why he has already served six months for a crime he hasn’t yet been convicted of.

Worse still is the fact that Jesus has had to spend those six months in jail instead of prison. Prisons, at least the kind of prisons Jesus is accustomed to, are built to house inmates serving sentences measured in years if not decades, and they have the facilities to meet those needs. Jails, however, are designed for housing misdemeanors, people serving out sentences of 365 days or fewer, and those awaiting trial, like Jesus. As such, their amenities are minimal and their cells small, which makes jail a much deeper circle of hell than the worst of prisons.

“Murder two. Fifteen to thirty,” Remz throws out.

“Man two,” Jesus’s state-appointed attorney counters, as if the two men are dickering over a used car. “Seven and a half to fifteen.”
         

Jesus regards his lawyer, a chill enough guy named Alex Garnett. When Jesus first met him, he got up in Garnett’s grill. “You my lawyer, you figure out a way to get me off. ’S’not my problem no more,” Jesus hissed.

But Alex didn’t back down the way most civilians did. He just shrugged his shoulders with the same kind of apathy Jesus prided himself on. “Actually, it is your problem, ’cause I’m not the one facing life in prison. You wanna go in for all day, that’s cool. I get paid either way, man.” It was a show of sack that Jesus could respect.
         

Remz scoffs theatrically at Alex’s offered plea bargain and turns to his partner for confirmation that the public defender is barking up the wrong tree. The partner, whom Jesus has come to think of as “the bitch DA,” is much younger and more attractive than the DA motherfucker. She shakes her pretty little head. Her wholesome expression is contradicted by eyes that are a little more come-hither. She catches Jesus looking at her, not for the first time. He puckers his lips in response. He knows from long experience that she’s only pretending it doesn’t make her want to vomit as she keeps a dead stare on Jesus’s smug face. “Mr. Pena shot a man in cold blood.”

“Point of fact,” Alex counters, “his running buddy did. This accomplice—a Mr. Luiz Grenados—already pleaded to man one and is currently serving a fifteen-year sentence in one of our finer correctional institutions.”

“Mr. Grenados’s plea arrangement doesn’t interest me,” Remz rebuts. “That deal was negotiated by a different—and clearly more accommodating—assistant district attorney. More to the point, who fired the fatal bullet is irrelevant due to the application of the felony murder rule.”
         

“Bonhart issues,” Alex says with a dismissive wave. “I can get past felony murder. Plus, the vic was another gangbanger. So I could go self-defense.”
         

A felony repeater of some years, Jesus has enough experience with the criminal justice system to detect public-defender bullshit, the same way a meth head can tell if the crystal’s been cut with too much baking soda. That experience, however, tells him that PD bullshit won’t get it done. Not this time. Not with all the evidence, both forensic and ballistic, plus an eyeball witness, to say nothing of Luiz’s testimony against him. The bitch DA is pointing out exactly that as Jesus commits to doing something he’s not so much daydreamed about but planned. It’s a strategy he started formulating shortly after his arrest, on the ride to Central Booking in the squad car with the busted shocks, his hands still cuffed behind his back with the metal bracelets digging into his wrists. Its penultimate step was cutting his right palm on a cell-made shiv this morning. The jail infirmary bandaged it up, but Jesus has kept at the wound enough to prevent a scab from forming. Now, it’s oozing just a bit. Just the right amount.

Thanks to the natural selection of the street, most gangbangers, including Jesus, have the bodies and reflexes of at least farm-team-level athletes. That’s why it takes only three seconds for him to vault over the metal table, hockey-check aside the DA motherfucker, and get his arms wrapped around the bitch DA. Both prosecutors, completely unaccustomed to dealing directly with any type of violence, are frozen by the sudden display of aggression. All they can manage to do is suck in huge lungfuls of air. This paralysis buys Jesus the half second he needs to rip off the infirmary’s bandage, exposing the gash on his palm he’s so carefully maintained over the past few hours. Another half a second is all he needs to claw the side of the bitch DA’s face with his fingernails. It’s a pretty face and it’s a damn fucking shame to mess it up like this—it’s like keying the side of a brand-new Escalade—but drawing blood is the important element, the critical element, of his plan.

It takes three tries to open the bitch DA’s skin because she’s so busy crying—Jesus can’t believe she’s crying already—and the tears have made her cheek slick. Complicating matters further is the fact that she’s screaming—hysterically—practically in his goddamn ear. The DA motherfucker is screaming as well, starting with “Get away from her!” and then, perhaps realizing it will take more than that, turning away and yelling, “On the gate! On the gate!” He’s not shouting to the door but rather to the guards he hopes are within earshot beyond. If they are, they’re ignoring him, because no guards come in.

Jesus grips the female prosecutor tighter and raises his voice. “I’m positive. HIV, hoss. You lemme outta here or I’ll do her!” Then, as if more explanation were required, Jesus brings his bloody palm dangerously close to the girl’s bleeding face.

“Get your client under control!” Remz screams at Alex. As Jesus’s attorney, Alex is clearly the one best suited to bring Jesus under control, but Alex is showing no indication he plans to do anything of the kind. Instead, he’s taking notes on his yellow legal pad and he seems far more interested in whatever it is he’s writing than in the well-being of Remz’s partner, a fresh-out-of-law-school trainee. What is her name again? Alex wonders. Michelle Something-or-other.
         

“I’ll fuck her up!” Jesus yells. “I’ll do it! Sure as shit, I’ll do it!” His voice is trembling a little now, suggesting he might be just slightly unnerved by the fact that his own lawyer doesn’t seem to care he’s taken a prosecutor hostage.

“Let her go!” Remz bellows repeatedly over Michelle’s sobs. “Let go of her now!”

Jesus’s eyes flash back to Alex, who continues his scribbling. To the extent that Jesus had a plan here, it included at least some effort on Alex’s part. Specifically, Jesus was counting on Alex, as his attorney, to negotiate for him, to act, in essence, as the good cop to Jesus’s bad cop. But Alex does not seem interested in participating. He doesn’t even appear to be paying attention. He just writes away, like he’s working on a goddamned novel. Finally, without looking up from his pad, Alex remarks, “You’re wasting your time here, Jesus.” The room goes quiet. Alex continues to scribble on his pad. “I don’t know what you were thinking, or if you were thinking at all, but there’s no way they can let you out of here. Not alive, at any rate. In fact, I figure you got about thirty seconds before two guards burst in.” Two guards charge in, right on cue. “Okay, maybe a little less than thirty seconds.”
         

One of the guards’ hands is trembling and Alex is certain it’s not from the coffee the man consumed during his break. Alex intuits that neither guard has seen any action in his entire correctional-facility career up to this point. This is evidenced by the fact that neither has as yet remembered that he’s carrying an OC pepper-spray canister and a PR-24 baton on his hip. Despite having these weapons, the guards can’t seem to manage anything other than variations on Remz’s ineffectual commands. “On the floor!” is a favorite.

Finally, Alex rises from his seat, the very picture of calm. Jesus’s eyes dart to Alex and then to the guards and then all around the room—his street-honed instincts calculating his best chances for pulling this off—before settling back on Alex. “Go ahead and do it, Jesus,” Alex says. Silence descends on the room. “Go ahead and do it,” Alex repeats. “You might as well. ’Cause whether you infect her or not—and, let’s be honest, we don’t really know that you’re infected—whether you do it or not, you’ve well and truly fucked up your defense. This is kidnapping, Jesus. Plus attempted assault with what I’m going to take your word for is a deadly weapon. And now that the guards are here, we’ve got two impartial witnesses. My point being”—Alex pauses for effect—“if you’re going to do the time, you might as well do the crime. Am I right?”
         

Jesus’s heart is beating so hard that all he can hear is the sound of the blood surging—whump-whoosh-whump-whoosh—in his now-throbbing head. His pulse is racing so fast that it feels like blood must be pushing through the gash on his hand in tiny spurts. He looks again to Alex, as if the answer to why Alex is actually arguing in favor of infecting the bitch were written on his cavalier face.
         

“Except,” Alex says slowly, with the suggestion of offered hope, “except maybe you don’t want to do it.” Jesus’s trembling eyes lock with Alex’s, emboldening Alex to take a cautious step toward his client. And then another. And another. Until he’s standing less than a foot away from Jesus. “Maybe you know this girl hasn’t done anything to you. Maybe you know that hurting her is wrong. Even in this…this game of ours. Maybe you know it’s wrong.”
         

An eternity passes. Michelle’s not crying anymore. The room is still.

The locomotive heartbeat in Jesus’s ears finally subsides enough for him to hear himself think. He looks at his lawyer, who’s nodding slow, silent encouragement…and lowers his bloody hand. With his good hand, he pushes the bitch away from him. The moment he lets her loose, she starts sobbing again for reasons he can’t understand, but the issue is made moot by the two guards leaping over the metal table to get at him. The two screws finally remember their batons and set to work on Jesus, literally beating him to the floor. Jesus hears a gunshot-like sound that is actually his kneecap fracturing, setting his leg ablaze with agony.

Alex’s voice cuts through the chaos, louder, forceful, and commanding. “Hey!” Alex jabs a finger toward Jesus, now immobilized on the floor and wincing in kneecapped agony. “Cut that shit out. That’s my client.”

*  *  *


Alex does his best not to reveal the extent to which the hostage situation has unnerved him as he walks down the long jailhouse corridor. Remz and Michelle are walking beside him. Michelle’s eyes are red. She’s filled with the conviction that she won’t be coming to work tomorrow. In fact, if her silent promises to herself are to be believed, she won’t be returning to this particular job ever again. Alex places a hand on her shoulder, feeling for the first time just how small she really is. “You okay?” he asks.

Michelle nods. Alex figures she’s silently cursing herself for losing her shit, thinking that he’ll tell this story, including the details of how she handled herself, to his fellow PDs, and all hope she ever had of gaining their respect will be lost. Another good reason, he thinks, for her to leave and take the corporate job she should have said yes to in the first place.

Alex turns to Remz. “Back to the case for a second. To be blunt—and I’m sorry about this—but what just happened in there, it puts you in a bit of a jackpot.” Remz’s eyes go wide. Is Alex really going to talk about Jesus Pena? Now? After what just happened? “Because of what transpired back there, if you and Ms.—” Flailing for her last name, Alex gestures over to Michelle. “If you and Michelle don’t recuse yourselves, Jesus has a slam-dunk appeal on prosecutorial bias.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Remz blurts out.

“Unfortunately, your department is shorthanded these days, and it’s gonna take time to bring a new ADA up to speed, which, consequently, would step on Mr. Pena’s right to a speedy trial.” Alex lets this notion, a legal Hobson’s choice, sink in. Remz can either proceed against Pena, knowing all the while that any conviction he wins will be vulnerable to appeal, or hand Pena a virtual acquittal in the form of an unconstitutionally delayed trial. Alex watches, with some enjoyment, as these thoughts play across Remz’s face. He sees the prosecutor checking Alex’s legal math, probing for holes, not finding any. “You can take this to trial, but I can guarantee you it’s gonna be more trouble than it’s worth,” Alex says.

“What are you thinking?” Remz asks, his tone dripping with acid.

“I’m thinking man two. Eight to sixteen.” It’s only one year more than his last counter to Remz and half the sentence Remz was trying to get Alex to take, but Alex can tell from Remz’s resigned expression that he’s got himself a plea bargain.

*  *  *


DC PUBLIC DEFENDER SERVICE
6:20 P.M. EST
         

Alex looks at his desk in the DCPD bullpen and surveys the remaining items: a stack of legal files, a stapler, a desk blotter, a desk calendar, a desk lamp that hasn’t worked properly for months, and a chipped coffee mug filled with half a dozen pens. Everything else that was in or on his desk now resides neatly in the single banker’s box at Alex’s feet. Alex didn’t commit a lot of personal items to his meager workspace over the past two years. He’d always been, as they say, just passing through. Not that this troubles Alex much. At thirty-three, with his own share of personal baggage, he’s given himself permission to spend a few more years finding himself and figuring out what he really wants to do with his law degree from New York University. Perhaps next year, he thinks, will be the right time. After all, he’ll be facing down the business end of thirty-five.

Probably the only personal item of note in the box is the framed photograph of himself and his fiancée. The photo, taken on vacation a year ago in Costa Rica, is so perfect it almost looks like it came with the frame. Alex’s blue eyes look particularly cobalt against the setting sun, and his close-cropped hair lends a distinctive squareness to his jaw. Because he’s sitting on the bow of a catamaran, it’s hard to tell how tall he is, but the way his fiancée folds her svelte form into his hints at Alex’s six-foot-three frame. Her face, framed by long locks of black hair, defies categorization. Indeed, in person, she is capable of such metamorphoses—depending on light, angle, hair up, hair down, and so on—that Alex often wonders if he’s marrying a girl who’s part chameleon. But the way she looks in this photo, captured in the Costa Rican splendor, most closely matches the picture of her he keeps in his mind’s eye.

Alex lifts his banker’s box. He’s thankful that the office is empty. It means a clean getaway, free of maudlin good-byes and halfhearted Good lucks. Just then Paula Jobson, Alex’s bureau chief, walks in and blows the promise of a quiet exit all to hell. Of course she’s still in the office, long past the hour when five-figure employees should go home. A severe woman of forty-two, Paula doesn’t have anyone to go home to. It’d be easy to assume her solitude is the result of the fifteen extra pounds she carries in her waist and thighs, but it could also be due to the hundred-pound chip she carries on her shoulder. As to which came first…well, that’s a riddle for the ages.
         

“Exciting last day,” she says.

Alex nods as he discreetly slips his public defenders’ office badge into his pocket. “I’m pretty sure,” he says, “that Remz will plead out on Jesus Pena. Eight years, out in five.”

“Not bad for second-degree murder” is all that Paula, who abhors doling out praise with a fundamentalist’s fervor, will give him.

Alex hands her the first file off his stack. “B-and-E. Seventeen-year-old, first offense. DA’ll cop to a mis,” he says, referring to the breaking-and-entering case he’s already plea-bargained on behalf of the client. It took less than a day’s worth of badgering and more than his usual amount of charm for Alex to convince the ADA to let the accused plead out to a misdemeanor.

Without further preamble, Alex drops the rest of the files, one by one, into Paula’s hands. With each file, he rattles off a different charge. “Rape. Assault. Assault with a deadly. Possession. Possession with intent. Search is bad on this one,” he interjects. “Rape. Rape. Agg-battery. Possession. Possession. Possession. Possession.”

Paula holds the files in her thick arms. “You know, if two years ago someone told me I’d actually be sad to see you go, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

Alex tries, without success, to come up with a reply that won’t make him vomit.

“Honestly, I’m pretty much screwed without you to help shoulder the load around here,” Paula admits.

Alex points to the stack of cases now in Paula’s custody. “Bench trials on top.” He punctuates this with a smile he hopes will signal an end to both the conversation and his relationship with Paula.

“Truth be told, nobody’s more surprised than me. I mean, with you being Simon Garnett’s kid…y’know, the whole silver-spoon, to-the-manor-born thing…” she continues. “Well, I guess you couldn’t fault me for having low expectations.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Alex manages.

“I guess this new gig’s more suited to your pedigree, huh?” she asks, reminding Alex that his new job—his next job—is also on the list of things he’d rather avoid talking about. “The Office of General Counsel. Dad really pulled the right strings this time.”

Alex stiffens. “My father hasn’t said one word to me since I left Garnett and Lockhart to come work for you.” Then he adds, without really having to, “I got the OGC job on my own steam.”
         

“Right,” Paula says. “I didn’t mean to hit a nerve. I hope the new gig suits you, Alex. That’s the truth.”

“I hope so too, Paula. But if it doesn’t, you can bet I’ll be back, résumé in hand.” He offers a polite smile and heads out of the office without waiting for Paula to respond.

*  *  *


NEW HAMPSHIRE AVENUE NW
WASHINGTON, DC
7:00 P.M. EST
         

Alex unlocks the door to his condominium and ambles into the Clive Christian décor. Setting down the banker’s box, he’s greeted by the sound of running water from the bedroom shower and chatter from the TV.

“—Supreme leader of Iran, Ali Jahandar,” the talking head on TV is saying. To the extent Alex has heard of Jahandar, it’s been under circumstances such as this: cable-news reports or cocktail-party chatter taken in with only one ear. In this, Alex is not unlike the vast majority of Americans who know very little of Jahandar or the position he holds as supreme leader of Iran. Most Americans think of Iran’s government as being like America’s, where the position of president is the pinnacle of authority. But in Iran, the president is outranked politically, religiously, and militarily by the supreme leader.

The graphic on the TV shifts from a file photograph of Jahandar to the black-and-yellow oval seal of the U.S. Army Special Operations Command. The anchor shuffles some papers and moves on to the next story of the evening: “Five Special Forces soldiers died yesterday in a training exercise…”

Something on the floor captures Alex’s attention. A red ribbon. Long. Starting in the living room, where Alex is watching television, and disappearing underneath the closed bedroom door. Behind it, the sound of a running shower continues unabated.

Alex smiles. He employed a very similar trick during their weekend away in the Hamptons. It was Grace on Alex’s side of the ribbon then, with the other end tied to a small box containing an engagement ring. And now here Grace is, ripping off his idea—well, co-opting it, at least—a mere six months later. Alex smiles. What happened to originality?
         

He opens the bedroom door to find that the ribbon terminates not at an engagement ring or a rose-petal-festooned bed but at his Armani tuxedo. And on top of that, a jewelry box similar to, though larger than, the one that contained Grace’s engagement ring. “You can’t propose to me, honey,” Alex calls out over the shower. “I’ve already proposed to you, remember? Besides, it’s not supposed to work that way.”

Once again, the only reply is the shower, so he opens the box resting on the tuxedo. Inside: a gorgeous metal watch. It has heft to it. Substantial. A man’s watch. A man of means’ watch. A Krug Baümen, if Alex is reading that correctly. Smiling, Alex removes it for closer inspection. His fingers detect a roughness breaking up the otherwise smooth metallic back, and he flips the watch over to reveal an inscription:


CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR LAST DAY

GOOD LUCK ON YOUR FIRST

I’M IN THE SHOWER

LOVE, GRACE



Noting the watch’s claim to water resistance to a depth of thirty meters, Alex strips off his old watch and replaces it with the new Krug Baümen. As he does, he spots a card of some kind sticking out from under the satin lapel of his tux. He snatches it up, feeling the thick stock and letterpress embossing of an invitation.


G & L

Please Join Us to Celebrate the 70th Birthday of Simon Garnett, Esq.
            

MAKOTO RESTAURANT

4822 MACARTHUR BOULEVARD NW
            

WASHINGTON, DC 20007
            

NOVEMBER 6 AT 8:00 P.M.
            

Please RSVP to lockhartasst@garnettlockhart.com
            



Alex tears the invitation neatly in two. He eyes the bathroom door, with the shower running behind it, and his fiancée, the love of his life, standing naked in the warm water. As he undoes his tie, heading for the bathroom and all that it promises, he tries to force thoughts of his father, his father’s party, and Grace’s obvious expectations that they’ll attend from his mind. Alex has never fully understood Grace’s fetish—his term—for trying to reconcile Alex and his father. There’s nothing, he’s explained more times than he cares to think about, to reconcile. The relationship has simply atrophied.

Alex shakes his head. Simon Garnett will have no place in what the next forty-five minutes will bring…


	

    
	
		TWO


VIRGINIA, I-66
8:45 A.M. EST
         

THE POTOMAC River passes under Alex’s Lexus ES 350 as it shoots over the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Bridge that joins Washington, DC, with Virginia. He drives, pumped for his first day at a new job, with his MP3 player blasting. Bruce Springsteen’s “Thunder Road.” A good first-day-of-work-in-a-new-job song if ever there was one.
         

The northbound section of the George Washington Memorial Parkway is, somehow, always free of traffic, so within ten minutes he’s turning onto Route 123, where signs begin to appear: GEORGE BUSH CENTER FOR INTELLIGENCE. UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT PROPERTY. AUTHORIZED PERSONS ONLY. After passing these, he stops at a traffic light before making a right turn into the main entrance of the Central Intelligence Agency. Yet another sign warns, NO CAMERAS OR VIDEO EQUIPMENT PERMITTED ON PREMISES. The exception to this rule is the video camera and accompanying monitor that greet Alex at the gate.
         

“Alex Garnett,” he tells the security guard he sees on the video monitor. “I’m starting today in the Office of General Counsel.”

“Social Security number?” the guard asks. Alex provides it. There’s a short pause before the guard instructs, “Pull up to the right of the building and show your ID.”

The gate blocking Alex’s Lexus swings up and he drives forward to the small security building. This gate is manned by an actual guard who exits the security building and approaches Alex’s open window. Alex provides his driver’s license as instructed. “Wait here,” the guard says.
         

As Alex waits, he looks around, taking notice of the several security guards walking the grounds. Each is armed with an M4 carbine assault rifle. They carry the weapons almost casually, as if the guns weren’t capable of firing up to 950 deadly rounds per minute. Redwoods blanket the area in an attempt to obscure a towering fence, well above ten feet high, and conceal dozens of CCTV security cameras. In his two years as a public defender, Alex has spent more than his fair share of time in secure facilities like jails, prisons, and courthouses, not to mention a federal building or two. None of those places, however, made Alex feel the way he does now. It’s an almost electric sensation, a feeling so deep it can be described only as primal: This is the safest, most secure place on Earth. No one can touch you here. If anyone tries, we’ll see. We see everything.
         

The guard returns with Alex’s license and a red VISITOR badge. “Wear this at all times. Drive ahead and park in any available lot. You’re gonna enter through the New Headquarters Building. Look for a white water tower. It’s close to the NHB entrance.”
         

Alex nods his thanks and gives a polite wave. As he drives onto the grounds, he passes a nondescript marker indicating the nonsecurity entrance. The real entrance. It sits to his left, a few feet from the outbound lane, near a walkway leading to a small courtyard framed by two wooden benches that bookend a three-foot-tall wall of carved Dakota mahogany granite. Inscribed in the granite is a simple message:
         


In Remembrance of Ultimate Dedication to Mission

Shown by Officers of the Central Intelligence Agency

Whose Lives Have Been Taken or Forever Changed by Events at Home and Abroad

DEDICATO PAR AEVUM

May 2002



As Alex drives, he begins to understand why the guard told him to park in “any available lot”: There aren’t any. Half of the Agency’s workforce live way out in western Virginia and are in by six to beat the morning traffic. Consequently, he finds parking only in the outer-perimeter purple lot.

It’s a ten-minute walk to the New Headquarters Building. The headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency sit on 258 acres that call to mind a college campus, not the nerve center of the world’s most clandestine organization. As Alex makes his way across the grounds, he passes a section of the Berlin Wall, which has been repurposed as a kind of monument. He notes with some interest that the western side of the wall is covered in graffiti while the eastern—Communist—side is whitewashed and unremarkable.

His path takes him past the Old Headquarters Building. He walks only a few feet away from the structure’s cornerstone. The term cornerstone, however, is misleading. Cornerbox might be more accurate, given that it’s actually hollow. But an even more correct designation would be time capsule. Inside the box are numerous key documents and memoranda related to the establishment of the CIA, including all of the executive orders concerning the management of CIA operations before the commencement of the OHB’s construction in 1959. This collection includes Executive Order 9621, titled “Termination of the Office of Strategic Services and Disposition of Its Functions.” It’s a document few Americans have ever heard of, but it lays the foundation for the corruption of American government as securely as the cornerstone lays the foundation for the OHB.
         

*  *  *


Alex walks into the New Headquarters Building and is surprised not to find the CIA seal inlaid on the lobby floor. Nor can he find the Memorial Wall, with its 107 commemorative stars set in marble. He’d been looking forward to seeing both—the most well-known images of the CIA’s interiors. But Hollywood takes its inspiration from the décor of the Old Headquarters Building. Alex walks up to the closest guard station and introduces himself to the green-jacketed man on duty. “Hi. I’m Alex Garnett. I’m supposed to be starting today in the OGC’s office.”
         

“It’s just OGC,” says the man, whose name is Ciampa, according to his Agency ID. “The O stands for Office. So you just said the ‘Office of General Counsel’s office.’ It’s like saying ‘HIV virus,’ y’know?”
         

“Or ‘CIA agency’?”

“Exactly,” Ciampa says, as he finds Alex’s name on his computer. “Yup. You’re supposed to go to three B twenty-two NHB. That’s vault twenty-two in the B corridor on the third floor of this building. You’re reporting to Leah Doyle. You know her?”

“She was in one of my screening interviews.”

“Great. Because you’ve got a red badge, I’ve got to have someone escort you.” Ciampa turns and waves over one of the other men in green jackets standing nearby. “He’ll take you where you need to go. At some point today, you’re gonna have to head over to the Badge Office to get your permanent badge. The Badge Office is right off the Old Headquarters Building entrance.”

“Thanks.”

“You have a good one, Mr. Garnett.”

Alex’s chaperone leads him deeper into the building. They pass a sixty-something man who looks like he just stepped off Air Force One.

“Garnett. Alex Garnett?” the ruddy-faced man asks. “I thought I read something about you starting today.” Alex’s blank expression conveys he has no idea who the man is. “General Counsel Arthur Bryson.”

General Counsel. Alex blanches a little. Bryson is the man whose office he’s working for now. Alex swallows, then accepts Bryson’s offered hand and shakes it firmly. “Alex Garnett,” he says. “It’s a pleasure to be working for you, sir.”
         

“We’re happy to have you. Particularly with your experience. We don’t get many refugees from the public defenders’ office around here.”

“Well, I appreciate the opportunity.”

“It’s the least I could do for Simon Garnett’s boy.” Bryson’s warm grin grows to a legitimate smile. You didn’t think you got this job on your own steam, did you? “Give your father my best, Alex,” Bryson says and continues down the hall.
         

*  *  *


Accounts and opinions differ on the question of when Leah Doyle first showed up on the CIA’s recruitment radar. She graduated summa cum laude from Stanford Law and promptly went to clerk for Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. The high point of Leah’s clerkship was her authorship of Ginsburg’s majority opinion in Olmstead v. L.C., a landmark case in which the Court ruled that mental illness is a form of disability and, therefore, is covered under the Americans with Disabilities Act. Initially, people believed it was Leah’s work on Olmstead that drew the CIA’s attention to her, but in the ten years Leah’s worked at the CIA, she’s watched that story grow into the belief that the CIA had targeted Leah for recruitment the moment she scored a perfect 180 on her Law School Admission Test as an undergrad at Harvard University.
         

Like much of CIA lore, neither story is true (although Leah did, in fact, go to Harvard and did, in fact, score a 180 on her LSAT). In reality, Leah became intrigued by the OGC when she saw Arthur Bryson argue the CIA’s case in El-Masri v. Tenet, a suit brought by Khaled El-Masri, a German citizen who had the misfortune to share the exact same name as a member of al-Qaeda’s Hamburg cell, a coincidence that resulted in his being abducted and transported to the Salt Pit, a covert CIA prison in Afghanistan. Bryson was able to get the case dismissed by relying on the rarely cited precedent of state-secret privilege, and he still managed to preserve the plaintiff’s dignity. Leah was so impressed by the legal and ethical balancing act—victory with grace was how she’d thought of it at the time—that she became determined to work for the man who had pulled it off. It just so happened that he worked for the CIA.
         

The fact that the legend of Leah’s recruitment into the CIA has grown in the telling doesn’t surprise Leah in the slightest. The CIA has always cultivated its own mythology like a garden. When Allen Dulles, the Agency’s fifth director of Central Intelligence, an attorney and the first civilian to hold the post of DCIA, was asked by reporters what was in the OHB’s cornerstone, Dulles replied with a wink, “It’s a secret.” Leah has followed Dulles’s lead, responding to any questions about the origins of her hiring with a curt yet always provocative “No comment” or a more enticing “I can’t talk about it.” (She’d always despised the worn “I’d tell you but I’d have to kill you” cliché.)

Alex Garnett doesn’t seem curious about Leah’s history with the Agency, and that suits her just fine. She’s content to merely give him his introductory tour of the General Counsel’s offices.

“The Office of General Counsel—we tend to shorthand it as the OGC—has a group of attorneys inside each of the Agency’s area divisions and centers of the NCS. That’s National Clandestine Service.”

“You guys like your acronyms.”

Leah ignores him. “We assign attorneys to departments like the Near East Division or the Counterterrorism Center. Those attorneys work only on issues specific to their divisions or centers. But it’s highly unlikely that we’ll be putting you in one.”

“Why’s that?”

“You don’t have any operational background,” Leah answers. “Instead, you’ll be working within the OGC proper. There are four divisions: Ops and Intel, Ad Law and Ethics, Logistics and Procurement, and, of course, Litigation. You’ll start off in Ops and Intel and rotate through divisions, one per quarter. That’ll give you a chance to see each division and give each division a chance to evaluate you. Then we’ll sit down with General Counsel Bryson and figure out the best fit.”

“Is this typical? The whole rotation thing?”

“Are you asking because you think you’re being singled out for special treatment?” Leah says, her voice edged with accusation. Alex doesn’t take the bait. “If so, you have either a persecution complex or an arrogant sense of entitlement.”

“I honestly don’t see any reason I couldn’t have both.” This joke earns a slight smile. “I’m guessing my relationship with my father came up in the background check you guys did on me.”
         

“Once or twice,” Leah says, but what she really means is very often.
         

“I asked out of curiosity,” he assures her. “I mean, it can’t be easy, rotating that many lawyers through every department.” He gestures to the large office area. It’s arranged like a newspaper’s bullpen, a sea of desks partitioned by sleek metal and glass dividers. Black placards with white lettering hang from the ceiling, indicating the four divisions Leah laid out: OPERATIONS AND INTELLIGENCE, ADMINISTRATION LAW AND ETHICS, LOGISTICS AND PROCUREMENT, and LITIGATION.
         

“We have about a hundred attorneys. And that’s just in the main office. Each one undergoes a thorough interview process, background check, and psychological evaluation. That’s a lot of effort to expend to not place someone in the right department at the end of the day. The job of the OGC is to provide the rest of the Agency with all manner of legal advice and support. This ranges from counterintelligence to counternarcotics, from civil litigation to criminal litigation, and from foreign intelligence to intellectual property.” Alex knows all this from his application process, but he lets her continue. “So, for example, if one of our case officers uses advanced interrogation techniques in the questioning of, say, a suspected member of al-Qaeda, he or she does so under guidelines devised and overseen by the OGC.

“This morning’s particular problem,” she continues, “concerns a lawsuit filed by the Vietnam Veterans of America. Have you read about it?”

Alex shakes his head. “That’s not classified?”

“Not at all. Public filing. Therefore, public record. The VVA is accusing the Agency of exposing soldiers to a variety of psychotropic drugs in the course of the MKULTRA program.”

“I thought MKULTRA was, like, an urban myth,” Alex says.

“Oh, no, it was quite real. We’ve been dealing with the legal fallout for decades now, this case being only the most recent example. For the past year and a half, we’ve been trading discovery and holding depositions and we’re finally at the point where it looks like we can hit them with a Rule Twenty-Six motion. Am I boring you, Mr. Garnett?”

Leah asks because Alex appears preoccupied by the sight of a guy—a kid, actually, from the looks of him—fidgeting nervously at a computer stationed in the bullpen. “‘For the past year and a half, we’ve been trading discovery and holding depositions and we’re finally at the point where it looks like we can hit them with a Rule Twenty-Six motion,’” Alex parrots back, syllable for syllable. “You then asked if you were boring me. Which you’re not. By the way, I wouldn’t bother with a summary judgment motion under Rule Twenty-Six.”

“You seem a little preoccupied with one of our computer techs,” she says, nodding in the fidgety kid’s direction.

“He looks kind of young to be working for the CIA.”

“He’s nineteen. And while currently the youngest person employed by the Agency, he’s not the youngest in its history.”

Alex struggles to put a name to the face.

“It’s possible he was in the news at some point. We recruited him a year ago and already his talents rival anyone’s at the Agency, even the cybersavants in the DS and T,” she says, referring to the Agency’s Directorate of Science and Technology. “According to those guys, the only person on the planet who can match Gerald’s skill is Free Radical.”

“Excuse me?”

“Free Radical, the twelve-year-old Ukrainian hacker. We don’t know his real name. That’s how good he is. But Gerald’s better.”

It clicks for Alex. “Gerald Jankovick,” he says triumphantly.

“You know him?”

“Yeah.” And in an eye blink, Alex is ten feet away, closing in fast on Gerald. “Hey, Gerald!”

Gerald, who’s tightly wound even when medicated, nearly jumps out of his skin. “Jesus!” the nineteen-year-old shouts, turning it into a two-word sentence—Jee-zus—and breaking the quiet hum of the office. People look up from their desks and workstations, clock that it’s just Gerald—his anxious outbursts are already familiar occurrences—and return to their work.
         

Gerald glares past Alex to Leah. “I thought I told you I need that kinda scare-the-crap-out-of-me shit kept to a minimum.”

“Relax, Mr. Jankovick.”

“I would except I can’t. I told you. I have a psychiatric condition. Diagnosed.”
         

“Generalized anxiety disorder, if I’m remembering right,” Alex offers. “I represented Gerald in a little something when I was at my father’s firm.”

“Small world,” Leah notes dryly.

“It was back when I was at school,” Gerald explains. “Can you believe I could do anything that would merit the involvement of an attorney?”

“Yes, Gerald, I can.”

Gerald shrugs. Guilty as charged. “The principal just didn’t have any kind of sense of humor, is what it was.”
         

“Yeah, well, I’m not all that sure humor should reasonably have been expected after you hacked every machine in the school that had an Internet connection and made ’em all start displaying porn,” Alex observes.

“Free porn,” Gerald corrects. “And you got me off with some First Amendment free-speech bullshit.” Gerald smiles, savoring the memory. It had been impressive, watching Alex in the principal’s office, Gerald dutifully sandwiched between his parents, dressed up for the occasion in a sports jacket and tie, as Alex promised that if the school expelled Gerald for exercising what was, after a fashion, a constitutional right, then he would rally the ACLU to dump more difficulties and scrutiny on the school than all the free pornography in the world could bring.
         

Alex can feel the lack of interest rippling off Leah like heat off asphalt, so he looks for a graceful exit. “It’s good seeing you. Leah and I have to get back to work.”

“You’re working here? Here?”
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