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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Like the other Sean Drummond novels, this is not a war book; it is a murder mystery—and a legal mystery—that happens to have a military backdrop, and that backdrop happens to include Iraq.

I thought long and hard before writing a novel that deals with an ongoing conflict. No novelist—no commercially ambitious author, at least—writes a political polemic. The political climate in America is passionately divided, sometimes hysterically, which in my view is mostly for the good. In a healthy, functioning democracy, citizens are supposed to care, to participate, to raise their voices—and war should definitely hold our interest.

I entered the Army just as we shifted from a large draft force to a lean, all-volunteer one. Other issues aside, what most worried me, and many others, was that America’s army no longer would be reflective of a very diverse nation, and that the country no longer would regard us as citizen-soldiers, just as soldiers. Fortunately, this second fear never materialized. Americans never have lost their love and unique concern for our people in uniform, and those in power in Washington never have been tempted to regard our soldiers as fodder, as an expeditionary force, a term that sounds too ominously like an expendable one.

Most authors want their books to be enjoyed, read, and bought— not necessarily in that order. This is doubly true for a writer with four wonderful children who demand food, clothing, housing, and, in the not too distant future, somebody to foot their college bills. It was not my intention to write a politically biased novel, and I hope it is not perceived as such.

So why risk a novel about Iraq? Quite simply, we are today at a crossroads over a country—and a region—about which most Americans know surprisingly little. I have met thousands of Americans who have visited Paris or Hong Kong or even Kenya; I have yet to meet one who can tell me about the lovely beaches of Yemen (actually, Yemen’s beaches aren’t that lovely).

In 1983, as a captain, I found myself laboring for the Joint Chiefs of Staff as an action officer working on Lebanon. We had put a Marine Expeditionary Unit into that country as an experiment in peacekeeping after a disastrous Israeli invasion. Lebanon, formerly the jewel of the region, by then was a scarred relative of its former self, a horrifying spectacle of what happens after a decade of vicious civil war. Long before we came, it was riven and rocked by religious conflicts, tribal competitions, family feuds, and by intruding neighbors who exploited the violence and stoked the hatred, often by terrorism. It was very, very different from modern Iraq; and it was not at all different.

Because of our all-consuming fixation with the cold war, every military officer of that era was an expert on the Soviet threat—or at least sounded like one. Yet, had anybody asked me to name a single difference between Sunnis and Shiites, a major source of intra-Arab friction and conflict yesterday, today, and likely for the foreseeable future, the long silence would have been deafening. Then one morning a suicide bomber drove a truck filled with explosives into a building filled with Marines, and I realized that Captain Haig was not alone in his ignorance—much of our civilian and military leadership had barely the foggiest idea about what we had gotten into. It was scary and confusing at first; ultimately, it was tragic. To this day, I am convinced that 284 fine Marines gave their lives because of our ignorance.

So here we are again, in a country we knew surprisingly little about, and once again their disgruntlements, their feuds, and their conflicts have become ours. As then Secretary of State Colin Powell paraphrased to the President prior to the invasion, “Once you break the pottery, you own it.” Yet we, meaning most Americans—meaning most voters—know very little about these broken shards our troops are attempting to glue together with blood, sacrifice, and courage into a functioning democracy.

Thus, Man in the Middle. I hope you find the novel fun, entertaining, and stimulating. As I mentioned, it is a mystery, but one that dances around some of the thornier issues regarding Iraq and, I hope, one that broadens your knowledge and interest.

I should also emphasize that the characters are all wholly fictional creatures, though many of you will recognize certain historical parallels and mysteries around which the plot is based.

That said, there are a number of people I must thank. First, for the loan of his fine and honorable name, Lieutenant Colonel Kemp Chester, a great friend, a crackerjack military intelligence officer, and twice over a veteran of Iraq. Another close friend whose name I borrowed, Christopher Yuknis, served brilliantly for nearly thirty years and was one of the smartest officers I ever met. And Jim Tirey, a dear friend who performed countless dangerous missions for this country, and has always been a personal hero of mine. I also borrowed the name of a West Point classmate, Robert Enzenauer, who actually is a brilliant doctor, an officer in the Army Reserve, and who at great personal cost served for eighteen months in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Also, Claudia Foster. The real Claudia was in the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. She was a lovely young lady, smart, loving, and funny. Like so many, she perished and left behind a grieving family, who asked me to find a good place to fit her name into the novel. I hope I found it.

And last, Donnie Workman. The real Donnie Workman was West Point class of 1966, captain of the Army lacrosse team, a goalie with uncommon reflexes and nerves of steel. Goalies in all sports are a special breed; lacrosse goalies, though, are a class of their own. Donnie was a constant presence around our house when my father was on the West Point faculty. He was a model for young high school lacrosse players like me, and in countless other ways an inspiration to any young man. Less than a year after graduation, Donnie stepped on a land mine in Vietnam. A man who we all thought was larger than life, who would one day become a senior general, and a great one, was gone in the blink of an eye—but never forgotten.

For those at Warner Books who have labored so hard to repair my bad writing and to package and sell my novels, I cannot be more thankful or admiring. Colin Fox, my editor, known to all his writers as charming and fun and enormously talented. Mari Okuda, who does the thankless task of copyediting and somehow makes it seem fun, despite all evidence to the contrary. Roland Ottewell, who performs literary alchemy in transforming my fractured manuscripts into readable texts. And Jamie Raab and Larry Kirschbaum, the publisher and now departed CEO, and Rick Horgan, my former editor, who encouraged my writing, have made Warner a label any writer would be proud to have on his jacket cover.

Special thanks to Gerald and Trish Posner, who have done extraordinary research that was very helpful to the book.

And mostly, Luke Janklow, my agent and my friend, who, in both categories, is surpassed by none.



CHAPTER ONE

Lateness can be a virtue or a sin.

Arrive late to a party, for instance, and that’s fashionable. Arrive late for your own funeral and people envy your good fortune. But come late to a possible murder investigation and you have a career problem.

But nearly every problem has a solution, and I turned to the attractive lady in the brown and tan suit who was standing beside me and asked, “Come here often?”

“Hey, that’s very funny.” She was not laughing, or even smiling.

“It’s my best line.”

“Is it?”

“You’d be surprised how often it works.”

“You’re right,” she observed. “I’d be surprised.” She placed a hand over her mouth and laughed quietly, or maybe yawned.

I stuck out my hand and introduced myself. “Sean Drummond,” then added less truthfully, “Special Agent Drummond. FBI.”

“Bian Tran.” She ignored my hand, and was trying to ignore me.

“Pretty name.”

“Is it?”

“I like your outfit.”

“I’m busy. Can’t you make yourself busy?”

We were off on the wrong foot already. In all fairness, sharing a small space with a lovely lady and a fresh corpse does push charm and wit to a higher level. I directed a finger at the body on the bed. “It’s interesting, don’t you think?”

“I might choose a different adjective.”

“Then let’s see if we can agree on nouns—was it suicide or murder?”

Her eyes had been on the corpse since I entered the room, and for the first time she turned and examined me. “What do you think?”

“It sure looks like suicide.”

“Sure does. But was it made to look that way by him . . . or somebody else?”

Funny. I thought that’s what I had asked her.

I turned and again eyed the corpse. Unfortunately, a tall, plump forensic examiner was hunched over the body, mining for evidence, and all I could see was the victim’s head and two medium-size feet; the territory between was largely obscured.

But here was what I could observe: The victim was male, latefiftyish, neither ugly nor attractive, tall nor short, skinny nor fat, and so forth. An everyday Joe. A man with bland features and a gray brush cut, physically ordinary and entirely unmemorable.

It occurred to me that if you walked past him on the street or sat beside him on the subway, you would look right past or perhaps through him.

And there, I thought, was one putative motive for going either postal or suicidal—fatal anonymity. “How long have you been here?” I asked Ms. Tran.

“Thirty minutes, more or less.” She was jotting notes in a small notebook. She shifted her shoulder and—accidentally, I’m sure— blocked my view of her notebook. She asked, “What about you?”

“Just arrived. How about a little help getting oriented?” What I failed to mention was why I was here in the first place, which had something to do with the victim’s phone being tapped by people from the FBI, who were working with people from the CIA, who had overheard a phone call from a distressed lady to the local cops, reporting a corpse.

The victim was what is termed in the intelligence business a target of interest; was being the operative tense. Now he was an object of mystery, and in every mystery there are five basic questions. Who died was obvious, as was where, leaving the three questions I was sent here to figure out—when, how, and with any luck, why.

Nobody informed me why and in this business, don’t ask. If you need to know, they’ll tell you. Irritating, certainly, but there are valid and important reasons for this rule. The fate of our nation might depend on it, so you have to swallow your curiosity, avoid speculation, and get on with it.

Anyway, suspicion of espionage—that was my guess. I mean, the FBI and CIA don’t even like or trust each other. They are the Mr. Inside and Mr. Outside, except in cases of espionage, when the crap lands on both their doorsteps. Then you have two prima donnas sharing the same small stage, and we all know what that gets you.

Also worth noting, with the country at war—in Afghanistan and Iraq—espionage had become a more noteworthy matter than during the cold war, where spies mostly just gave up other spies, like homicidal incest. By all the spook thrillers and Hollywood flicks you’d think that was what the whole cold war thing was about. In truth, it was little more than the waterboys at a pro football game snapping towels at each other’s butts. Entertaining, for sure: Ultimately, however, the successes were never as great, and the failures never as dire, as they sounded. The more serious stuff would be handled by the millions of armed troops glaring across the inter-German border; the genuinely serious issues by a pair of gentlemen with briefcases who could turn out everybody’s lights.

Post-9/11, however, was a new world. Times change—espionage today meant falling towers, crushed nations, and soldiers’ lives.

About that latter point, you can bet my interest was more than passing.

Which brings us to me—a newly promoted Army lieutenant colonel by rank, attorney by trade, Judge Advocate General Corps by branch, temporarily assigned to the CIA, though neither Ms. Tran nor the local cops were supposed to know any of that. The CIA is really into disguises, covers, and concealment. Inside the United States, usually this means we’re impersonating other federal agencies, and you have to get your act straight. CIA people tend to be intelligent, clever, snide, and arrogant, and you have to suppress that. Feds tend to be intense Goody Two-shoes, wholesome, nosy, pushy, and obnoxious, so I was good to go on three out of five. I think it’s fairly obvious which three.

Anyway, Ms. Tran had returned to ignoring me, so I asked her, “Are you going to help me out or not?”

“Why should I?”

“I’ll make it worth your while.”

“Will you? How?”

I smiled. “Afterward, you can take me to lunch, dinner, Bermuda, whatever.”

She replied, without visible enthusiasm, “Let me think about it.” Apparently she became distracted by something on the other side of the room, and she wandered away.

I should also mention that, at the moment, I was assigned to a small and fairly unique cell inside the CIA titled the Office of Special Projects, or OSP. About the only thing special about this cell that I can see is it gets the stuff nobody else wants—this job, for instance. In my view, it should be called the Office Where All the Bad Shit Gets Dumped, but the spooks are really into smoke and mirrors, so nothing is what it seems, which is how they like it.

Anyway, this office works directly for the Director of Central Intelligence, which has advantages, because we don’t have a lot of bureaucratic hoops to jump through, and a big disadvantage, since there’s nobody else to pin the screwups on, so it’s a bit of a high-wire act.

Also, there are large and significant cultural differences between the clandestine service and the Army, and I was experiencing a few adjustment difficulties. I’ve been warned, in fact, that if I remove my shoe and speak into the heel again, I can look forward to a long overseas trip someplace that really sucks. These people need to lighten up.

Nor is it unusual for Army officers to be loaned, or, in military parlance, seconded to other government agencies. The idea, as it was explained to me, is we each bring something different to the table— different specialties, different mind-sets, different wardrobes—and the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts. In an organization, the term for this is synergy, and in an individual it’s called multiple personality disorder. I’m not really sure about the difference, but there it is.

But for reasons I have yet to understand, the Agency requested me, and for reasons I fully understood, my former Army boss was happy to shove me out the door, so you might say it seemed to work out for everybody; except perhaps me.

But Phyllis Carney, my boss, likes to say she looks for “misfits, mavericks, and oddballs,” for their “willingness to apply unorthodox solutions to ordinary problems.” It’s an interesting management theory, and I think she’s started looking into a new one since my arrival.

Ms. Tran now was poking her head inside the victim’s closet. I approached her from behind and asked, “Anything interesting?”

She turned around and faced me. “There are three cops, a forensics expert, and four detectives here. Why me?”

“Update me, and I’ll get out of your life.”

For the first time she looked interested in what I had to say. “Is this because I’m an attractive woman?”

“Absolutely not.” Definitely. I said, “You look smart and you take notes. Like the girl I sat beside in second grade.”

“When was that? Last year?” She smiled at her own joke.

Which brings me to the here and now: 10:30 a.m., Monday, October 25, Apartment 1209 in a mammoth complex of rental units, mostly cramped efficiencies and one- and two-bedrooms, on South Glebe Road. There was no sign in front of the building that advertised, “Cribs for Swinging Singles,” though I was aware it had that reputation.

The apartment was small, essentially one bedroom, an efficiency-style kitchen, closet-size living room, and an adjoining dining room. A Realtor’s brochure would characterize it as cozy and intimate, which is code for cramped and uninhabitable. The furniture was sparse and looked new, and also cheap, the sort of crap you rent by the month or pick up at a discount furniture warehouse. I observed few personal, and no permanent touches; no books, no artwork, few of the usual trinkets or junk people sprinkle around to individualize their living environment.

You can usually tell a lot about a person from their home. Especially women who tend to think that how they dress, and how they decorate, are reflections of their inner selves. More often it reveals who they’d like to be, though that contrast can also be telling. Men aren’t that complicated or interesting—they’re usually anal or pigs; usually shallow pigs. Anyway, I judged the inhabitant here to be fairly neat, not showy, highly organized, and thrifty. Or, alternatively, broke, with the personality and interior complexity of an empty milk carton.

I knew the victim’s name was Clifford Daniels, a career civil servant, and I knew that he was assigned to the Pentagon’s Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, or USDP, part of the Secretary of Defense’s civilian staff.

I also knew this to be a singularly important office in the vast labyrinth of the Pentagon, the equivalent of the military’s own State Department, where strategies for world domination are hatched and war plans are submitted for civilian approval, among other dark and nefarious activities.

Also I knew Clifford was a GS-12, a civilian rank roughly equivalent to an Army colonel, and that he had a Top Secret security clearance. Regarding those facts, I considered it noteworthy that a late-middleaged man in a serious profession such as he, working in a sensitive and prestigious office such as his, would choose to live in a complex nicknamed the “Fuck Palace.”

I should mention one interesting personal touch I observed as I passed through his living room: a silver frame inside which was a studio-posed photograph of a mildly attractive, middle-aged lady, a smiling young boy, and a frowning teenage girl.

This seemed incongruous with Clifford’s living arrangements, and could suggest that we had just stumbled into his secret nooky nest, or he was divorced, or something in between.

Finally, we were just inside the border of the county of Arlington, which explained all the Arlington cops, homicide dicks, and forensics people trying to get a fix on this thing.

Were this suicide, they were wrapping up and about to knock off for an early lunch. If murder, on the other hand, their day was just starting.

As I mentioned, the smell was really rank, and I was the only one without a patch of white neutralizing disinfectant under my nose—or the only one still breathing.

At least I looked manly and cool while everybody else looked like character actors in a stunningly pathetic milk commercial. But in my short time with the Agency, I had learned that image is all-important: The image creates the illusion, and the illusion creates the reality. Or maybe it was the other way around. The Agency has a school for this stuff, but I was working on the fly.

Anyway, Bian Tran was staring at her watch, and she sort of sighed and said, “Okay, let’s get through this. Quickly.” She looked at me and continued, “I spoke with the lead detective when I arrived. It happened last night. Around midnight.” She said, “I think your nose is already telling you that. Am I right?”

After five or six hours at room temperature, a body begins purging gases, and in a small and enclosed space such as this, the effect was worse than the men’s room in a Mexican restaurant. Whatever Cliff had for dinner the night before was revolting.

She noted, “Statistically, that’s the witching hour for suicides. Not the exact hour, per se. Just late at night.”

“I had no idea.”

“About 70 percent of the time.”

“Okay.” I was looking at the window. Unfortunately, we were on the twelfth floor of a modern high-rise and the windows were permasealed. I would either have to breathe slower or get her to talk faster.

She said, “Think about it. Exhaustion, mental defenses are worn down, darkness means gloominess, and if the victim lives alone, a mood of depression and isolation sets in.” I must have looked interested in this tutorial because she continued, “Spring. That’s the usual season. Holidays, though, like Christmas, Thanksgiving, and New Year’s are also fatally popular.”

“Weird.”

“Isn’t it? When normal people’s moods go on the upswing, theirs sink into the danger zone.”

“Sounds like you know this stuff.”

“I’m certainly no expert. I’ve helped investigate seven or eight suicides. How about you?”

“Strictly homicides. A little mob stuff, a few fatal kidnappings, that kind of thing.” I asked her, “Did you ever investigate a suicide that looked like this?”

“I’ve never even heard of one like this.”

“Was there a note?”

She shook her head. “But that’s not conclusive. I’ve heard of cases where the note was left at the office, or even mailed.”

She walked over to the dresser and began a visual inspection of the items on top: a comb and brush, small wooden jewelry box, small mirror, a few male trinkets. I followed her and asked, “How was the body discovered?”

“The victim uses . . . used a maid service. The maid had a key, at nine she let herself in and walked into this mess.”

“Implying the apartment door was locked when she arrived. Right?”

“It has a self-locking mechanism.” She added, “And no . . . there are no signs of burglary or break-in.”

“The cops already checked for that?” I knew the same question would later be asked of me, so I asked.

“They did. The front door and a glass slider to the outdoor porch are the only entrances. The slider door was also locked, if you’re interested. Anyway, we’re on the twelfth floor.”

“Who called the police?”

“The maid. She dialed 911, and they switched her to the police department.”

I already knew that, but when you fail to raise the predictable questions, people get suspicious and start asking you questions. My FBI creds looked genuine enough to get me past the crime recorder at the door; now all I had to do was avoid any serious discussions that would expose what an utter phony I was. I’m good at that.

Checking the next box, I asked, “Where’s the maid?”

“In the kitchen. Name’s Juanita Perez. Young, about twenty. Hispanic, and very Catholic, probably illegal, and at the moment, extremely distraught.”

“I’ll bet.” I mean, I arrived at this apartment anticipating a corpse, and yet, between the malignant stench and the sight, I was still appalled. Juanita expected perhaps a messy apartment, but not a dead client, definitely not one in his vulgar condition, and for sure not a green card inspection.

I tried to imagine the moment she entered the bedroom, lured, perhaps, by the odor, lugging her cleaning bucket and possibly a duster or some other tool of her trade. She opened the bedroom door, stepped inside, and bingo—a man, totally naked, lying on his back, utterly exposed with the sheets rumpled around his feet. On the bedside table was a full glass of water, and discarded on the floor by the bed was a pile of unfolded garments: black socks, white boxers, dog-eared brown oxfords, a cheap gray two-piece business suit, white polyester shirt, and a really ugly necktie—it had little birds flying on green and brown stripes. His sartorial tastes aside, it looked like the same outfit Cliff wore to the office the day before. For the watchful observer this is a clue of sorts.

Also, nearly beneath the bed with only a corner sticking out, was a worn and scuffed tan leather valise, which for reasons I’ll explain later, you can bet I kept a close eye on.

In fact, I edged my way over, gingerly placed a foot on that valise, and pressed down. The contents felt hard and flat—a thick notebook, or maybe a laptop computer. I then nudged the valise farther under the bed and, to distract Ms. Tran, pointed at the pile of clothes and observed, “He undressed in a hurry.”

“Well . . . I’ll bet messing up his clothes was the least of his worries.”

I nodded. Behaviorally, I knew this to be partially consistent with suicide, and partially not. Those about to launch themselves off the cliff of oblivion focus on the here and now, with perhaps a thought to eternity, totally indifferent about tomorrow, because there is no tomorrow.

But neither are suicidal people usually in a careless rush. They are, for once, masters of their own destiny, their own fate. Some wrestle with temptation, others indulge the moment. Whatever stew of miseries brought them to this point is about to be erased, banished— forever. A calm sets in, a moment of contemplation, perhaps. Some compose an informative or angry or apologetic note; many become surprisingly detached, methodical, ritualistic.

A psychiatrist friend once explained all this to me, further mentioning that the precise method of suicide often exposes a great deal about the victim’s mood and mind-state.

Dead men tell no tales, as our pirate friends liked to say. But they often do leave road maps.

A common and I suppose reasonable impulse is to arrange a painless ending, or at least a swift one. But how they do it, that’s what matters.

Scarring, scalding, or defacing their own bodies is often verboten; thus the popularity of overdosing, poisoning, carbon monoxide, or a plastic bag over the head—methods that leave the departed vessel intact, which matters for some reason. Some turn their final act into a public spectacle, flinging themselves off high buildings into busy thoroughfares, or rounding up an audience by calling the cops. Others take the opposite approach, finding an isolated spot to erase all evidence of their existence, anonymously leaping off tall bridges into deep waters, or presetting a fire to incinerate their corpse.

Unfortunately, we were in a bar, the shrink was a she, I was three sheets to the wind, and I was more interested in her 38D than her PhD. I am often ashamed by own pigginess, but anyway, I understood this: Suicide is like performance art. For the investigator, if you know how to read the signs, it’s like a message from the dead. The victim is communicating something.

Again, I tried peeking around the hefty forensic examiner’s shoulder and asked myself, what message was this guy sending, deliberately or otherwise?

His head rested on a pillow that was soaked with dried blood and brain matter, and about two inches from his left ear rested his left hand, in which a Glock 9mm pistol was gripped. His forefinger was still inside the trigger guard, and a silencer was screwed to the end of the barrel, which was interesting. There were no obvious signs of a scuffle or struggle, further presumptive evidence that this was a solo act.

Of course, you need to be careful about hasty conclusions when homicide is a possibility. There’s what you see, there’s what the killer wants you to see, and there’s what you should see.

Tran asked, “Do you have a clear view?”

“I . . . Am I missing something?”

This question for some reason elicited a smirk. “Yes, I think you probably are.”

I took this as a suggestion and walked across the room to a position on the far side of the body where the forensics dick no longer obscured my view. I began at mid-body and worked up, then back down.

The first thing I noted was a purpling around his butt and upper arms, as you would expect a few hours after his heart went out of business and gravity cornered the market on blood flow. His stomach had already bloated with gas, and I saw no bruising or abrasions on the corpse. His eyes were frozen open, and his facial expression indicated surprise, or shock, or both. I spent a moment thinking about that.

About two inches above his left ear was a small dark hole, roughly the size of a 9mm bullet, which was indicative that the Glock in his left hand was the weapon that did the dirty deed. I took a moment and examined the pistol more closely. As I said, a silencer was screwed to the barrel, and as I also said, it was a Glock, but a specialty model known as the Glock 17 Pro, which I knew to be expensive and usually imported.

The bullet had been fired straight and level, and part of his right ear, half his brain, and chunks of his skull had produced a sort of Jackson Pollock splatter arrangement on the far, formerly white wall.

No wedding ring—thus Cliff Daniels either was not married or, based on the photographic evidence in his living room, was keeping it a secret.

More interesting, for a man who in so many ways seemed so inconspicuous, in one very notable way Clifford Daniels, at least in his present state, was anything but—I mean, I’m fairly comfortable about my own manhood, but I wouldn’t want to have a locker beside Cliff’s.

And most interesting of all, his right hand was gripped around his other gun, and at the moment of passing he appeared to have been in a state of sexual arousal. Goodness.

I walked back over to Ms. Tran. She looked at me and asked, “You saw it?”

“It?”

Silence.

Somebody had to say something, and eventually she defined It. “He’s so . . . large.”

“Oh . . . that? I don’t call that big.”

She smiled.

“Of course, it’s not about the size,” I told her.

“Wrong.”

“Right.”

We suddenly found ourselves on thin ice. I mean, here we were, a man and a woman, barely acquainted professionals, sharing a small room with a monster Mr. Johnson flying at full mast.

She suggested, “I suppose we have to address his, well . . . his state of . . .”

“His what?”

“You know . . . his . . .”

“Spell it out.”

She said, sounding annoyed, “That’s enough, Drummond. We’re both adults.”

“Really? You should ask my boss about that.”

“Look . . . the corpse has . . . had an erection—okay? Let’s just keep it clinical. Act like professionals. We can deal with this.”

“Good idea. After all, you can’t ignore the elephant in the room.”

She put a hand over her mouth and smiled, or maybe frowned. Then she mustered a stern look and said, “I hope that’s out of your system.”

“Not a chance.”

“Well . . . now, here’s the good news. I think we can rule out erectile dysfunction or penile insecurities as motives for suicide.”

We laughed.

I mean, we both were affected by this man’s death, sympathetic about the miseries that led to such a tragic act, and professionally dedicated to getting to the bottom of this.

Eros and Thanatos—sex and death. When the ancient Greeks wrote about sex, it was comedy, and of death, tragedy. So the scene before us was a combination of sad, nauseating, and ridiculous. As every cop knows, satire is a coping mechanism, a path to detachment, without which you haven’t a prayer of catching the bad guys.

Anyway, that was her excuse. My dog ate mine.

I cleared my throat, and tried to clear my mind, and asked, “So, was it murder or was it suicide?”

“Well . . . the lead detective mentioned a few other things you should be aware of.”

“Go on.”

“When the maid entered the bedroom, the TV was on . . . as was the DVD player, albeit in passive mode.”

“So he watched a little tube before he pulled the plug. Maybe he didn’t like the show. Rather than get up and turn the channel, maybe he pushed his own stop button.” I recalled a lady friend who once made me watch a full episode of General Hospital; I thought seriously about killing myself.

She said, “A porn video was in the DVD player.”

We exchanged eye contact.

She added, “I’ve never seen or heard of this with a suicide. Have you?”

“I’ve read of cases where certain sexual fetishes resulted in death. For example, asphyxiation, or near asphyxiation, apparently heightens the sexual sensation.”

“I’ve heard of it. In those cases, though, death is accidental, an unwanted by-product. That doesn’t apply here.”

“Maybe he was holding his breath when he blew out his brains.”

I thought she was going to make me stand in the corner. She said, “Sexual asphyxia . . . that’s the clinical expression for the fetish you’ve raised. It involves strangulation, a sudden disruption of blood, and therefore of oxygen, to the brain. But that’s not what happened here, was it? He watched a dirty movie, he put a pistol to his head, and he blew out his brain.”

I had a really funny response to that, having to do with the possibility that he accidentally blew out the wrong brain. But I sometimes obey my better angels, and instead I suggested, “You could theorize that he used the tape as a distraction from a task that was surely unpleasant. A mental diversion . . . a form of mental anesthesia.” Recalling the conversation with my lady shrink friend, I informed her, “Here’s another thing to consider. With suicide victims, the manner of their death often expresses what they were thinking, their final thoughts.”

“All right . . . I can see where that makes sense.” She gazed thoughtfully at Clifford Daniels’s body and asked, “What do you think was the last thing that passed through his mind?”

“A 9mm bullet.”

I think I had worn out her stamina for my bad jokes. In fact she said, “Try again.”

“Well, it’s not necessarily a conscious or even deliberate arrangement on the victim’s part. Maybe he was experiencing a final narcissistic impulse. You know, like subliminal exhibitionism run amok.”

“You think?”

“I think it’s fair to say that Clifford had one exemplary feature. Wouldn’t you agree? Maybe he wanted to be remembered for that.”

I couldn’t tell what she was thinking about this, but she remarked, “Men are really strange.”

“Check the nearest magazine rack. Males have no monopoly on sexual exhibitionism . . . or oversize organs, or weirdness.”

“And you consider who buys those magazines, and why.” She then concluded, “You raise an intriguing point, though. I’ll be sure to consult with a psychiatrist about this.”

Which offered the opening I’d been waiting for. “Why are you here? Have you got a piece of this case?”

“Why are you here?”

“Ladies before gentlemen.”

“Oh . . . now you’re a gentleman?” It wasn’t that funny, but she laughed.

I should mention why I asked. Bian Tran’s tan- and loam-colored outfit was not your ordinary feminine attire, but a desert-style camouflage battle dress uniform with Uncle Sam’s Army embroidered above her right breast.

The Army uniform can be both illustrative and informative. For instance, the insignia on her right collar—crossed dueling pistols— designated her a member of the Military Police Corps, which might have something to do with her presence here. And from the gold leaf on her other collar, she was a major, with the combat patch on her right shoulder indicating she had a full combat tour under her belt, and had done her part to secure Western civilization, such as it is.

Regarding the person inside the uniform: thick, straight hair, parted down the middle, black in color, and shoulder length, as per regulations, which not all women follow. Eyes large, black, Asiatic in cast, with arched eyebrows that were slyly expressive. I estimated her age at about thirty—young for her rank—so she probably was very good at her job, and there was a warm intelligence in her eyes.

“I asked why you’re here,” she said.

Vietnamese by name and by race, though her English carried no hint of an accent, in fact was flawless—idiomatically correct, native in tone and inflection, and so forth. Light on the makeup and, if you’re interested, as I sometimes am, no wedding band, just a practical black plastic runner’s watch, tiny gold West Point ring, and a plastic-wrapped dog-tag chain around her neck.

All in all, I thought Bian Tran was an impressive specimen of soldierly attributes—fit, wholesome, and freshly scrubbed; ready to launch a volleyball on the beach, or a fire mission on an enemy village, whichever the occasion calls for.

She now looked a little miffed and said, “Remember as kids when we played I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours?”

I raised my eyebrows.

“Would you just tell me why you’re here?”

Also she was quite attractive, though of course in the new Army we don’t notice those things. A soldier is a soldier, and lust is a weakness monopolized by the hedonists outside the gates.

Oh, yes, and another thing I didn’t notice was the lovely body beneath that camouflage. Svelte, muscular, sexy.

Anyway, I had clearly worn out her patience, and I had a good alibi and informed her, “Well . . . an FBI liaison works at the Arlington police headquarters. As the victim is—or was—an employee of the Defense Department, our liaison thought we should take a look.”

“What does that mean?”

“If it turns out to be murder, we might exercise jurisdiction. If suicide, on the other hand, it’s beneath Bureau dignity and interest— we’ll let the locals keep it.”

“How generous.” She stared at me a moment. “Why would the FBI be interested even if it was murder?”

“We wouldn’t, necessarily. My job is to report back. The big guys make the call.”

She nodded.

“And you? Why does the Army have an interest in the death of a Defense Department civilian?”

“I’m not working for the Army right now. I’m assigned to a Special Investigations unit that reports to the Defense Secretary. The office Cliff Daniels worked in was notified by the Arlington police that he was dead. They called my office, and here I am.”

“Investigating, or fact-finding?”

“Like you, I’m expected to compile a brief report on the circumstances of Daniels’s death. Nothing more.”

“Did you know the victim?”

“No.”

“Who gets the report?”

“The header will be the Secretary of Defense’s Office. However, it will be read by one of his staff assistants, and probably ignored.” After a moment, she added, “Unless Mr. Daniels was murdered.”

“And then?”

“This is my first case like this. My office doesn’t usually handle violent crimes. Fraud, theft, and sexual improprieties are our bread and butter. But my guess would be the Secretary’s Office will send a letter to the Arlington Police Department and ask to be kept in the loop.”

I smiled. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Death . . . the amount of paperwork it generates.”

“Sure is.” She smiled back. “Look, I have to go talk to the lead detective again. Do me a favor?”

“I’m all yours.”

“I neither need nor want all of you, Drummond.” She smiled. “Just keep an eye on that briefcase.”

“Briefcase? I don’t see—”

“That one.” She pointed it out. “The one you accidentally nudged under the bed.”

“Oh . . . I hadn’t—”

She put her finger on my chest. “I intend to have it dusted for prints. Don’t let me find yours on it.”



CHAPTER TWO

The moment Bian Tran stepped out of the bedroom, I shifted position, closer to the bed and directly behind the forensics specialist, who remained bent over the body, manipulating tweezers and picking debris off the sheets. I cleared my throat and asked, “What are we seeing here?”

“It’ll all be in my report,” he replied.

“Okay, but—”

“Aren’t you listening? I said it’ll be in my report.”

I allowed a moment to pass. Then I withdrew a pen and a small green notepad from my pocket. “What’s your name?”

“What?”

“Your name—spell it.”

He straightened up. “What are you talking about?”

“For my report.”

“What the—”

“Back at the Bureau they throw monumental fits over silly things like misplaced modifiers and split infinitives. Misspellings really make them pissy.” I added, “I think it’s because we hire too many lawyers and accountants. You know? Totally anal.”

“I still don’t know what—”

“It’s fairly simple. I can spell ‘impeding a federal investigation.’ I just need to be sure I get your name right, Mr. . . . ?”

“Reynolds . . . Timothy Reynolds.” He turned around and faced me, and in a nasal, whiny voice, said, “I’m just trying to do my job.”

“Aren’t we all, Tim?” I flashed my phony FBI creds in his face. “Now what are we seeing here?”

Timothy looked around for a moment, obviously torn between doing his job and mollifying the impatient prick with the federal badge. He insisted, “Well, nothing conclusive. On the surface, it appears the victim committed suicide.”

I let a moment pass and asked, “What about below the surface?”

“You must understand that I can’t answer questions with any accuracy until everything’s run through lab analysis.”

“Of course.”

“Also I haven’t yet taken prints from the gun.”

“Check.”

“Obviously, this is very important, and—”

“Noted.”

“A complete toxicology and serology will need to be worked up. If the victim was on drugs or under the influence of alcohol, that can—”

Holy shit. “Shut up, Tim.” I took a deep breath and tried to recall my question. “Is there any physical matter we should be concerned about at this stage of the investigation?”

You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink. Tim glanced over his shoulder at the body and replied, “Well, it’s interesting. What I think is—”

“Tim . . . did I ask what you think? Facts.”

“Oh . . . all right. For starters, the sheets on this bed are changed and washed weekly. The maid informed us. This is relevant and important information. It establishes time frame. The particles and residue on this sheet were deposited within the last seven days.”

I flipped open my notebook, scribbled, and said, “Time frame . . . yes, yes, always important . . .” Actually, I began sketching Tim, standing perfectly erect, tottering on a chair, noose around his neck, arms straight, extended and . . .

“There are a lot of the victim’s hairs on the pillow,” Tim continued, “and sweat residue. But you expect that. Everybody sheds and sudates when they sleep. But there are other hair particles and strands as well.”

I erased the chair, Tim’s legs were kicking furiously, and—I looked up—“Not his hair?”

“Well . . . you can see that his hair was gray, coarse, and cropped very short. There are some red hairs, and also some very fine blonde hairs. Both are quite long, which suggests they could be from females . . .” He turned tentative again, and added, “That’s a hypothesis on my part. A chromosonal analysis is needed before a firm conclusion can be reached.”

“More than one woman?”

“Well . . . I would say at this point—”

“Yes or no.”

“Uh . . . yes.”

Goodness. Despite Tim’s pathological aversion to declarative phrases, this suddenly took an interesting turn. I asked him, “Have you finished the bathroom yet?”

“I did that first. Bathrooms are always gold mines.”

“And what did we find there?”

“More hair. Both black and red, as well as some of the victim’s hair in the sink, probably from shaving. And the usual pubic traces on the toilet seat.”

“Further confirming the presence of more than one female?”

“It appears . . . yes, perhaps as many as three.” He knew what my next line of questioning would be and added, “I ran an infrared light over the sheets. There are interesting traces . . . probably semen. I don’t know whether these traces are new or old.”

Like that, Cliff Daniels went from the ubiquitous man in a gray flannel suit to something far more complicated and mysterious. This raised a number of evocative questions, not to mention a few dark and dubious possibilities.

Anybody who beds two different women inside one week likes to live on the edge. This guy didn’t have to whack himself—just arrange for the two or more women to show up together and they’d take care of things for him.

Indeed, that, or some variation thereof, might be what happened here. I looked at the corpse on the bed and asked myself the obvious question: What was Clifford doing in the hour before the trigger was pulled? Did he die alone? Or with company?

To Tim I asked, “Is there any indication he was having sex at the time of, or shortly prior to, his death?”

“It does seem an obvious conclusion, doesn’t it? I intend to take epidural traces from his penis for the lab. However, from what I’ve seen . . . or didn’t see—specifically, no visible traces of sperm, or crust of vaginal fluid on his penis—it’s possible the victim was stimulating himself.”

Tim looked at me expectantly as I weighed whether to ask him another question or just kill myself. When I remained silent, he said, “Can I return to my work?”

“What’s stopping you?”

“Well . . . you are.”

“Nonsense.”

“Oh . . . that’s a joke.” He emitted a sort of high-pitched laugh.

I looked at him and said, “If anything interesting pops up, call me immediately. I’ll be in the living room.” I turned and started to walk away when I was struck by an afterthought, and turned back around. “Uh . . . ?”

He stared at me.

“How many suicides have you investigated?”

“I don’t know. A good many. This is a high-stress area code. Within the county, we experience more suicides than homicides.”

“How many of those suicides involved guns?”

“A few. Perhaps three this past year. Overdoses and slashed wrists are the norm. A majority of our suicide victims are teenagers who can’t afford—”

“I understand . . . thank you.” I asked Tim, “Did you observe any blood splatter on the gun?”

“Yes, some. It was fired from very close range, and there was a volume of blowback. Also, even visually, I can detect powder residue on the victim’s left temple. That means—”

“I know what it means.” I asked, “Have we confirmed if the pistol belonged to the victim?”

“Not yet. The serial number is unobservable until we turn it over. We don’t rearrange the evidence until after I’ve finished my site inspection.”

I pointed at the silencer on the end of the pistol. “Have you ever seen a suicide where the victim used one of those?”

“Uh . . .”

I remembered to specify, “Yes or no?”

“No.”

“Does the silencer strike you as odd?”

“I leave the conclusions to the detectives.”

“As you should. Except I’m asking your opinion.”

“Yes. It is unusual.” In fact, I was sure Tim regarded it as more than unusual—even suspicious—though, sucked inexorably back into his orbit of qualifiers and modifiers, he suggested, “You could postulate, I suppose, that the victim didn’t want to disturb his neighbors. A final act of courtesy, so to speak. Or he didn’t want to be discovered. I’ve seen suicides where the victim went to great lengths to avoid attention.”

“I see.” Sometimes it’s the little things. Essentially, in almost every way this looked like a suicide; that is, every way but two. To begin with, that petrified expression on Daniels’s face—eyes wide open, mouth contorted, a mixture of frozen shock and amazement. It’s my impression that most people, in the millisecond before they blow a bullet through their own flesh, reflexively shut their eyes, purse their lips, and contract their facial muscles—this is going to hurt, a lot, and the mind and the body respond instinctively, even reflexively, toward the anticipation of pain.

Ergo, shock and surprise seemed wrong. After all, the act of suicide was his idea. Relief, anger, sadness, pain—these, or some combination of these, are the expressions one would expect on his death mask.

Plus, the silencer was weird. If I assumed the pistol was Clifford’s weapon, silencers are hard to come by, expensive, and, even for radical gun lovers, an unusual accessory. I mean, gun nuts live for the big booms. No, silencers are an instrument of assassins.

Neither of these incongruities was entirely dissuasive of suicide, and neither alone implied murder. Taken together, however, they raised doubts, and doubts are like termites; ignore them at your own peril.

I was about to ask Tim another question when I heard footsteps. I turned around in time to see Major Bian Tran, accompanied by a tall, lanky black gentleman in a tweed blazer, walk through the doorway into the bedroom. The gentleman looked amazingly like that actor who played Alex Cross in Along Came a Spider, down to the pockmarked face, high cheekbones, salt-and-pepper hair, and thoughtful brown eyes. Weird.

The gentleman was staring at me with a pissed-off expression. Major Tran, also with an eye on me, had an amused squint.



CHAPTER THREE

The gentleman marched straight up to me and asked two direct questions I did not want to hear: “Who the hell are you? And what in the fuck are you doing at my crime scene?”

I withdrew my creds and flashed them in his face. “Special Agent Drummond.”

He snapped the creds out of my hand and studied them for a moment. I had the impression he knew I was full of shit.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Detective Sergeant Barry Enders. This is my investigation.”

I shifted my attention to Major Tran. She was apparently preoccupied, because she avoided my eyes.

Enders pocketed my creds and said, “Look, Drummond—if that’s your real name—you logged into a crime scene using a phony federal ID, you entered the premises, and lied to my investigators. Let’s see, that’s”—he began drawing down fingers—“impersonating a federal officer . . . trespassing . . . interfering with a police investigation, and . . . give me a minute—I’ll think of three or four additional charges.”

He reached down to his belt and whipped out a pair of metal cuffs, apparently not needing another minute.

I looked at Tran, and this time she returned my stare; actually, she smiled.

“What’s going on here?”

Tran informed me, “No veteran agent comes to an indoor homicide without disinfectant. Rookies make that mistake—once. Cause for suspicion, right? So when I stepped out, I asked Barry what he knew about you.”

Enders said, “And guess what, smart-ass? There is no FBI liaison at the Arlington Police Department.”

To Tran I said, “You’re sharper than you look.”

“Actually, you just weren’t that clever.” She added, “We called FBI headquarters and asked them to confirm the employment of Special Agent Sean Drummond. Would you like to guess what they said?”

I did not need to guess, and anyway, Enders weighed in again. “So let’s start with your rights. You have the—”

“I have the right not to hear my rights.”

“Ah, hell . . . a funny guy. Who are you? A reporter?”

I ignored that insult. “Write down this number.”

“Why?”

“Do as you’re told, Detective. Now.”

He stared back. Clearly he and I were in a macho pissing contest; we would either stare at each other forever or somebody had to take a swing. Women are better at this; they smile, say something nice and conciliatory, and get revenge later.

But Tran withdrew a pencil and notebook from her pocket and said, “Give me the number.”

She copied as I said, “Local, 555-4290. Call and ask what you should do with me.”

Enders, taking a threatening step in my direction, insisted, “The next call anybody’s making around here will be you—from lockup. Hands up for the cuffs.”

“Don’t be stupid, make the call.”

Tran, who had already shown she was clever and alert, put a hand on Enders’s arm and advised, “I don’t see how it can hurt.”

Reluctantly, he took a step back, then flipped open his cell and dialed as Bian read him the number.

I waited patiently as he listened to the phone ring, then somebody answered, and he identified himself, then explained his problem—moi—and, after a long moment, he said, “And how do I know you’re who you claim . . . Uh-huh . . . okay . . . Yes ma’am . . . Uhhuh.” He looked at me and listened for a long moment. “No, no need, ma’am . . . Yeah, that would be acceptable . . . Yes, in fact, he’s standing right here.”

He handed me the phone and rubbed his ear. To Tran he said, somewhere between impressed and annoyed, “This guy’s CIA. That was the assistant to the Director.” Then, to me, “She wants a word with you.”

Shit. I took the phone from Enders and stared at it, while I toyed with the idea of just punching off.

The lady on the other end, Ms. Phyllis Carney, was my presumptive boss, an elderly lady with the looks and bearing of a fairy-tale grandmother and the avuncular temperament of the Big Bad Wolf. About eighty, and thus long past mandatory retirement, which showed she was either irreplaceable at her job, or she knows the apartment number where the chairman of the House Intelligence Oversight Subcommittee keeps his mistress. Probably both—Phyllis doesn’t like loose ends.

Her official title is Special Assistant to the Director of Central Intelligence, an amorphous designation, which seems to suit her fine. I had been working for her for six months and had yet to figure out exactly what she does, or who she is. You feel you know her, and on the surface you do. At the same time, something about her is chronically elusive, a maddening mystique, as our writer friends might say. But partly her job is to cover her boss’s butt, a Sisyphean task in a democratic land such as ours, where the head spook is always distrusted by the President, despised by the press, pilloried by the left, demonized by the right, and at any given moment is the object of no less than thirty ongoing congressional investigations and inquiries.

It said something about Phyllis that her boss chose her for this punishing and thankless task. It said something more that she accepted it when her high school classmates were either six feet under or dodging skin cancer and hurricanes in America’s elephant dying grounds.

She must’ve been a good choice, however, because her boss was already the second-longest-serving Director in a job where few occupants are around long enough to have overdue books at the library.

Enders reminded me, “Drummond . . . the phone. Your boss.”

I actually like Phyllis. She’s courtly and well-mannered in that nice, old-fashioned way, and also businesslike and intelligent. At times, too, I think she actually likes me. However, spooks and soldiers have a relationship that, to be charitable, is best characterized as complicated. Partly this is because Army folks, when not covering their own butts, live by the soldier’s code, a credo that frowns upon such mannerisms as betrayal, deceit, sneakiness, and moral hedging. These of course are the very qualities that make the CIA the world-class organization it is. But mostly, I think, we just don’t trust each other.

Actually, I had no real cause to doubt this lady. And neither could I think of a single reason not to.

“Drummond,” Enders barked, “you’re wasting my county minutes.”

I cleared my throat and put the phone to my ear. “Sorry for the wait. I was killing an international terrorist.” Pause. “I strangled him with my bare hands. He really suffered. I knew you’d like that.”

She made no reply, though I could hear her breathing heavily. I hate when women do that.

After a long moment I suggested, “Why don’t I just hold this conversation with myself? At least I’ll like the responses.”

She answered, very tartly, “This is no laughing matter, Drummond. Do you know the cardinal sin in our business?”

I could tell she wanted to answer that, so I made no reply.

“You’ve just blown your cover.” She said, “I shouldn’t need to remind you that the CIA has no legal authority to investigate domestic homicides. If that detective decides to make a stink—”

“Thank you. I’m a lawyer. I understand.”

“Are you? Well . . . Cucullus non facit monachum.”

Translated, the cowl does not make the monk. That really hurt. “Look, Phyllis—”

“No—you listen, I speak. Apologize to that detective. Kiss his . . . his fanny as much as it takes, then be gone. I promised him you’d depart immediately.”

I glanced again at the briefcase by the foot of the bed. Bian Tran’s eyes followed mine, and she smiled. I needed to even the score, and I knew how to do it.

I informed Phyllis, and by extension Enders and Tran, who were being rude and eavesdropping, “Of course. I’ll just tell Enders you changed your mind.”

“I . . . What?”

“Problem—? No . . . Detective Enders looks like a bright guy with good sense—”

“You’ll explain nothing. I told you—”

“Complications? Just one. Call the Office of the Secretary of Defense.”

“Drummond, are you listening to—”

“Exactly—what is a military police officer doing in a civilian apartment building outside military jurisdiction and poking her nose into this?”

Enders recognized something was amiss, and he was now staring with some annoyance at Tran. For some reason she had lost her smile. Actually, she looked pissed.

Phyllis, also annoyed, was saying, “Drummond, you’re out of your mind. The last thing we want—”

“Tell Jim . . . I mean, the Director . . . tell him we’ll discuss this when I return.” I punched off and handed the phone to Enders, who regarded me with newfound appreciation.

Major Tran also was looking at me, probably wondering how she was going to spend the rest of her day. She suggested to me, with a tiny note of apprehension, “We need to have a word. Alone.”

Enders demanded, “What’s going on here?”

I turned to Enders. “Understand that the victim was a Pentagon employee. He worked in a very sensitive office and possibly there are highly classified materials in his briefcase. I suspect that’s why the major is here.” I gave Tran a pointed look and added, “I know that’s why I’m here.”

“Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

“I’m CIA. We lie.”

He thought this was funny and chuckled.

I told him, “Don’t touch that briefcase while Tran and I straighten this out.”

She and I left and walked together through the living room, through the glass sliders, and outside onto the porch. It was narrow, not long, perhaps four feet, so we ended up about a foot apart, maybe less. Below us, Glebe Road was in its usual state of congested agony, and I pictured Cliff Daniels when he was still alive, standing where now we stood, cocktail in hand, perhaps observing the swarm below, and also perhaps meditating upon the unhappy causes that would make him snuff out his own life. Rarely is suicide a spontaneous act, and I wondered what concoction of miseries and maladies convinced Cliff to remove himself from the gene pool.

Or perhaps Cliff never had that conversation with himself; maybe somebody had that conversation for him.

For a few moments neither Tran nor I said a word. Her arms were crossed and she was staring off into the distance at a mushy formation of cumulus clouds that didn’t look all that interesting. Despite this conversation being her idea, she was forcing me to make the first move.

So, to get this off on the right foot, I commented, “You ratted me out back there.”

“Well . . . what can I say?”

“‘I’m sorry’?”

“Screw off.”

“Close enough.” I smiled.

She shook her head. “All right . . . I’m sorry. Look, Sean—”

“Colonel Drummond to you, sister.”

“You’re—?” She looked at me with surprise, then disbelief. “Hold on—you’ve lied about your identity once. And I’m supposed to believe you now?”

I opened my wallet and withdrew my military ID, which, as per regulations, I had only the week before updated to reflect my new rank and, more happily, my new paycheck. I allowed her a long moment to study it, and watched her expression shift from skeptical to irritated.

I slid the ID back into my wallet. She said, “I overheard you tell the lady on the phone that you’re a lawyer. I . . . an Army lawyer at the Agency?”

“I didn’t ask for this gig.”

“Weird.”

“Right.” Of course higher rank is a license to bully, so wasting no time, I said, “Major, you have three seconds—what’s going on here?”

“I told you.”

“Tell me again. You have my permission to alter your story.”

“Why would I change it?”

“Fine. I’m sure you’ll have no objection when I leave with Mr. Daniels’s briefcase.”

“Actually, I’ll mind a lot.”

“Aha.”

She looked annoyed. “Let me remind you, Colonel, Clifford Daniels was a Pentagon employee. The contents inside his briefcase are possibly military property. It’s my responsibility and my duty to secure it.”

“No, the contents are U.S. government property. The Supreme Court decided this issue long ago.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Big Dog vs. Small Dog. Famous precedent. I’m surprised you’re unfamiliar with it.” She looked clueless, so I offered her a brief technical summary of the decision. “When the big dog pisses on a tree, the little dog gets lost.”

She did not find this amusing. In fact, her eyes sort of narrowed and she said, “I’m a law enforcement officer; you’re not. That briefcase will leave with me.”

“Not outside a military gate you’re not, Major. Out here, you’re just a lady who doesn’t get the dress code.”

She cleared her throat. “You’re putting me on the spot.”

“You put yourself on the spot.”

“Don’t get carried away by that civilian suit, Colonel,” she said with a hard stare. “You’re still a military officer. It would be a bad idea to get your loyalties twisted.”

“What does that mean?”

“Think about it.”

I leaned my butt against the railing and thought about it. Though her face communicated other emotions, I sensed she was under considerable duress to bring home that briefcase. Like me, she might not have been told why, and also like me, she might only be guessing it was something important; I suspected otherwise, though. I said, “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that.”

“Pretend what you like.”

I asked, “Do you have reason to suspect there’s sensitive or compromising material in Cliff Daniels’s possession?”

“How would I know?”

“That’s not the right answer, Major.”

She hesitated, probably tempted to say fuck you, but instead she suggested, “Colonel, let’s keep this friendly. Okay?”

“You made it unfriendly.”

“I realize that. And that was a big mistake on my part.” She smiled warmly. “Hey, I’m woman enough to admit it.” She stuck out her hand. “I apologize. Come on—let’s start over.”

“I’m enjoying where we’re at right now.” I ignored her hand.

“Well . . . I’m not. I’m sure we can come to an accommodation. Just lose the attitude. I don’t respond well to overbearing men.”

“What do you respond to?”

“The same things you should respond to. Duty, honor, country . . . the higher needs of the society we’re both sworn to protect.”

“No . . . seriously.”

She laughed. And I, too, laughed.

Indeed, this was an intriguing lady. Of course, it never pays to underestimate the competition. Clearly Bian Tran was a fascinating and surprisingly complex woman—self-confident, forceful, spirited, and, I thought on a more contradictory note, sly, brazen, bawdy, and slightly cynical. Beneath that cool intelligence and soldierly veneer, I sensed, was a woman of considerable passion, of suppressed spontaneity, of independent motives—qualities any smart female in the military keeps in check, if not repressed, if she wants a successful career.

It’s a little strange. Here was this physically exotic Asian woman, and you expect her to exhibit the manners of the old country, to be inscrutable, demure, subservient to males, and all the rest of that misogynistic crap the occidental male typically associates with oriental ladies. This is why in the great and immutable melting pot of America, stereotypes are such dangerous stuff; they narrow your frame of mind, and shape your reference and behavior. The object of that stereotype can stuff it up your butt.

At any rate, this seemed like the right moment to put everything on the table. I informed her, “Cliff Daniels was under watch by the FBI and CIA.”

She stared at me blankly.

I wasn’t buying that and said, “I think you already know this.”

“How would I know that?”

“You tell me.”

She looked annoyed. “Maybe this conversation would move faster if you enlighten me.”

“Maybe it would, but I wasn’t informed.”

“You weren’t . . . You must have an idea?”

“I have better than an idea. Think of the one thing that brings these two brotherly agencies together.”

“Oh . . .” She did appear genuinely startled by this news, then said, “Seriously, I had no idea.”

“Now you do. And as a cop, you’re aware that espionage takes it out of the hands of the Defense Department and into the pockets of the FBI and CIA. That briefcase is leaving with me.”

She took a short moment and mentally explored her options. She had no options, but took a stab anyway and said, “On one condition.”

“Did I give you the idea I’m asking for permission?”

“Just hear me out. Okay? Let’s work out an arrangement.”

“I neither need, nor do I want . . . an arrangement.”

“Oh . . . yes, you do. We leave together with the briefcase, and we’ll search it together.” She put a hand on my arm. “This is a good deal for you. I’m both a military police officer and I’m assigned to the Office of Special Investigations. Suppose we do find something inside that case. I can get to the bottom of it faster than you can.”

After a long moment, during which I made no response, she added, “My office reports directly to the Secretary of Defense, and we play for keeps. When we ask, people answer.”

“Sounds like the Gestapo.”

She looked me in the eye. “We’re not that nice.” After a moment she handed me her cell phone. “Call your boss. Tell him to cancel that call to the Pentagon.”

“Her.” I took her cell phone. “Give me a moment. She’s going to throw a fit.”

“Sounds like a tough woman.” She gave me a sympathetic look and added, “I’ll say it again . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you in hot water.”

She opened the glass door and stepped back inside, then moved to the far corner of the living room, where she crossed her arms, pretended to study the carpet, and I could observe her observing me.

I flipped open her cell phone and dialed Phyllis. Miss Teri Jung, her lovely and very affable secretary, answered and said to hold on.

Phyllis made me wait a full minute before she came to the phone. I sensed she was in an unhappy mood when she opened by saying, “Drummond, I am exceedingly unhappy with you.”

“I understand.”

“You had better be calling from your car.”

“I understand.”

“I’m expecting a good explanation for your silliness during that phone call.”

“I understand.”

“If you say that again, I’ll—”

“Are you ready to listen?”

I heard her draw a sharp breath. I tend not to draw out the best qualities in my bosses. She said something I already knew. “This better be good.”

So I succinctly recounted what I had observed and what I surmised, including that Cliff might have had a helping hand when he killed himself, that Major Tran was suspiciously territorial toward that briefcase, and that perhaps it contained something incriminating, or worse. Phyllis is a good listener—at least a patient one—and she did not interject or comment until I finished. Then she said, “This is curious.”

“I know why it’s curious to me. Why is it curious to you?”

“Well . . .”

We were already off to a bad start. “Start over.”

Silence.

“Phyllis, I’m involved. Tell me what’s going on here, now, or I’ll let Tran walk out with that briefcase.”

“You’re too nosy for your own good.”

She meant for her own good, but with her that might be the same thing. I said, “Three questions. Who is Cliff Daniels? Why are you and the Feds interested in him? And why am I here?”

“This is . . . inconvenient. I can hardly elaborate over an insecure cellular phone connection.” After a moment, she added, “Had you been following the news you would have noted in last week’s Post that Clifford Daniels has been ordered to testify before the House Intelligence Oversight Subcommittee.”

“Why?”

“I suppose because Cliff Daniels was Mahmoud Charabi’s handler.”

A lot of Arabs are in the news these days, but I was familiar with that name. Twenty years before, Mahmoud Charabi had fled Iraq, two steps ahead of a posse of Saddam Hussein’s goons, who stayed on his tail and had a clear agenda. There followed a few attempted whacks, including a nasty affair with a hatchet in a London hotel and a shotgun ambush outside a Parisian nightclub. Then Saddam called off the dogs; either other Iraqi exiles bumped Charabi down on the hit list or he was no longer worth the effort. Thus he entered his rootless and peripatetic figure stage, seeking haven first in Switzerland, then London, then Paris, and eventually setting up shop in Washington. As with many exiles driven by restless ambitions and old grudges, he founded an organization for the liberation of his homeland, the Iraqi National Symposium.

Many of these so-called liberation and opposition groups are little more than social clubs for nostalgic expats, associations for preposterously lost causes, or scams for gullible fools to throw money at. The world is indeed a wicked place, filled with nasty tyrants, hateful prejudices, ancient crimes unrepented, starvation, diseases, genocide, and fratricide; all of which, of course, is Pandora’s fault—though I suspect human nature also may have something to do with it. And for every wrong, there is somebody who wants to make it right.

In Washington, there are literally thousands of these expat revolutionaries in the wings, organized into hundreds of groups and organizations, all vying to get their dreams and their causes on Uncle Sam’s to-do list. The lucky few even find rich and/or powerful patrons to bankroll and lobby their causes. But there is, I suppose, something romantic and adventurous about these foreign people peddling grand ideas for miserable places, because they are highly sought figures on the Hollywood Stars Seeking Grand Causes tours, the D.C. cocktail circuit, and in Georgetown’s more storied salons. And why not? Listening to Xian discuss why anguished Tibet must be liberated and free certainly makes for more ennobling table talk than the hubbies bitching about greens fees at the Congressional Country Club. Personally, I prefer uncomplicated company when I eat—definitely when I drink.

But it’s clear what draws these galvanized exiles to our shores: our unimaginable power, and their deplorable lack of it; our “light on the shining hill” mentality, and their fingers pointed at dark places; our uniquely American sense of can-do compassion, and their desire, no matter how selfless, to exploit it.

Indeed, America has a grand record of knocking over other nations, even if our history of installing lasting new regimes is a bit checkered. Plus, I suppose it’s hard these days to find a great power willing to kick a little butt for a righteous cause. The Europeans have been there, done that; they have lost their appetite, if not their flair, for foreign empires, intrigues, and escapades that often turn out badly. As for the Russians and Chinese, they lack charitable impulses. They liberate like the mob lends money; the vig sucks. But Americans are a generous if slightly naive people, with a distinct messianic bent and the animating conviction that what works for us must work equally well for others. We are the New World, they are the Old; new is always better. Right?

But as I said, Washington attracts a lot of these zealots yearning to borrow Uncle Sam’s checkbook and a few legions to rearrange the decor at home. Some are the real deal and their tales of oppression and woe, and their sad optimism, are deeply affecting, even heartbreaking; others are charlatans, schemers, phonies, and scoundrels. Unfortunately they are hard to tell apart, and when you guess wrong, you have a long supply of corpses with a short list of excuses. A happy few, like Shah Pahlavi or Aristide, get their wish; but possibly these are not the best examples.

It’s interesting. Having Irish heritage, I find all this a little ironic. Rather than enlist others to fight their battles, my ancestors had the literally unsettling habit of migrating in vast, freckled flocks to fight other people’s causes.

There is, in fact, an almost embarrassingly long tradition of this in the Drummond strain. In 1862, Great-great-grandpa Alfonso fled Ireland, he claimed to escape the potato famine; and a pregnant lady and an aggravated father with a shotgun might have added a little impetus. While still scratching his ass on the dock in New York harbor, he promptly accepted one hundred greenbacks from a prosperous New Yorker to take his place in the Civil War draft. He spent three years as an infantryman in a war he understood nothing about, killing people he felt no animus toward, at the behest of somebody who deserved to be there, and decided America truly was the Promised Land.

Great-grandpa Seamon served nearly a year in the trenches as an infantryman in the War to End All Wars—subsequently renamed the First World War, after that turned confusing. He insisted to his grave that he shipped out without the slightest idea the Germans, whom he had no particular feelings toward, were killing the English, whom he truly detested, and the French, whom he regarded as uppity bastards who would benefit from a Hun boot on their throat. At least Seamon read the newspaper, cover to cover, every morning the rest of his life.

Grandpa Erasmus waded ashore at Normandy, got lost in the Huertgen Forest, and spent the final months of his war cooling his heels in Stalag Eighteen. Afterward, he swore those were the most relaxing and luxurious years of his life. But maybe you had to know Grandma Mary.

My own father became a lifer, and made a full-blown career of fighting wars in hilly and jungled places with obscure and unpronounceable names. He battled the commies in Korea and completed nearly two full tours in Vietnam—the former referred to as the Forgotten War, and the latter as the War Everybody Wishes They Could Forget.

But as I look back on this extended family chronicle, it strikes me that the Drummonds make good infantrymen—at least we survive—though, as they warn about mutual funds, past successes never guarantee future returns.

Also the wars that five generations of Drummonds have fought have become increasingly less popular, less fashionable, and more morally confused. I myself was an infantryman before I became a lawyer and saw action in Panama, the first Gulf War, Bosnia, and Mogadishu—messy war, good war, utterly confused war, total fuckup.

As I grow older, I find myself less tolerant of people with well-expressed causes they want Sean Drummond to fight for.

Anyway, Phyllis must have been reading my thoughts, because she suggested, “So you’re familiar with Mr. Charabi?”

I allowed that question to linger in the air, then said, “What was . . . or what is, the Agency’s relationship with Charabi?”

“None. He approached us many years ago. We did some back-grounding and didn’t like what we saw.”

“I know the official line. Try the truth.”

“I’m telling you the truth. We took a pass.” She emphasized, “Charabi was, and is, the Pentagon’s creature. Start to finish.”

“And how did the dead guy on the bed end up as Charabi’s . . . as his what?”

“Technically, his controller. But it’s more complicated than that . . . Before he moved to the Pentagon, Cliff Daniels was a career officer at the Defense Intelligence Agency. About a decade ago he befriended Mahmoud Charabi, or possibly vice versa.” She concluded, “That’s it. As far as I can go on an unsecure line.”

I thought about this a moment. From the news reports, I had read that Charabi spent about twenty years peddling his plans and scams for a free Iraq. I’ll bet he thought his train had come in when this President decided that Saddam needed the boot, if only somebody could help him justify why.

I wasn’t sure why or how Charabi became that go-to guy; but he did, and apparently the dead guy on the bed played a big hand in it. Also, as I recalled from the news reports, Charabi was supposed to be the Pentagon’s man to run Iraq after the invasion, though obviously that hadn’t worked out exactly as planned, since nobody seemed to be in charge in Iraq now, at least no Iraqis, and possibly not even the

U.S. military.

Then, somehow, Daniels himself ended up as a target of intelligence interest, with an invitation to explain his activities in front of a congressional panel. Interesting.

Anyway, Phyllis repeated herself, saying, “I really can’t go any deeper on the phone.” She added, “I’ve told you more than you should know, as it is. Unless you’re part of the investigation.”

“I didn’t know there was an investigation.”

“With Daniels dead, it’s now imperative to learn why. An investigation is how we usually handle these things.”

“Maybe it was suicide. Sure looks like suicide.”

“Maybe it was. But knowing what you now know, the alternative gains a little added weight . . . don’t you think?” She gave me a moment to think about it, then said, “Now you persuade the Arlington police that it was suicide. And bring back that briefcase.”

“Are you ordering me to lie to the police? I want to be clear on this.”

“Did I say that?”

“In so many words . . . yes.”

I couldn’t see her smile, but I could picture it. She said, “You’re a lawyer, Drummond. Handle it.”

“Am I part of this investigation?”

“Do you want to be?”

“No.”

“Then now you are. Is that settled?”

“Not yet. Who am I working for?”

“You report to me.”

“And who do you report to?”

She ignored my question and said, “The Agency inspector general and the FBI already have an ongoing investigation, of which Daniels was a subject. But we’ll handle them as parallel efforts. Ours will be kept separate, quiet, distinct.”

Interesting. “And will one hand know what the other hand is doing?”

“I receive ongoing updates on what they’re doing.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Figure it out.”

I figured it out. Phyllis would hold all the cards. I asked, “What am I investigating?”

“Whether Daniels was murdered or not. We’ll see where it leads from there.”

“And Major Tran?”

“Yes . . . I’m glad you brought her up. Do you feel you can trust her?”

“As much as I trust you.”

Now I was sure she was smiling. She asked, “More relevantly, does Major Tran trust you?”

“Absolutely. As we speak, she’s on the other side of a glass slider, trying to read my lips.”

Phyllis laughed. She asked, “Can you work with her?”

“I can work with you, so I’m sure I can work with her.”

I thought I heard a sharp breath. I think I had just worn out her patience for my insolence. Part of the fun of this job was seeing how far I could push it. The Army, peculiar institution that it is, tends to be fairly stiff regarding such issues as insubordination and disrespect to superiors. Candor is permitted, even encouraged, so long as it is rendered respectfully. Of course, one senior officer’s interpretation of respect can differ substantially from another’s, so you have to watch your P’s and Q’s. The CIA, also a fairly hierarchical organization, is sort of a halfway house between a martial culture and a civilian one, and you have a little more leeway to be a pain in the ass.

Back to Phyllis. She said, “I think it would be invaluable to have the Defense Secretary’s own investigative staff in on this. The Pentagon is, after all, a fortress of sorts. You should . . . partner with her.”

“You mean, use her as a Trojan horse?”

“You know how much I dislike analogies. You shouldn’t oversimplify complex situations.” She added, after a long pause, “But yes, that one fits.”

Lest you think I’m a complete fool, it was Phyllis, after all, who dispatched me to this death scene in the first place, and nothing she does, or thinks, is serendipitous. She is well aware of my nosy, mulish ways, my propensity to rush around corners, my . . . well, enough virtues. The larger point is, I was the sole military person in her office, Mr. Daniels was an employee of the Pentagon, and it was suddenly clear why she picked me for this job.

And now she was exploiting one Trojan horse to recruit another— a frightening display of how her mind works.

The truth is, our relationship is no more or less complicated than that between a cat and a mouse. I’m nimble and quick. And so is she, with a facile mind and razorlike paws. It’s sort of fun, also scary, and often dangerous. But the larger truth is, I wanted a piece of this case.

Phyllis mentioned, “Incidentally, Bis dat qui cito dat.”

In plain English, he gives twice who gives promptly—and I understood what she meant, and why. As soon as Clifford Daniels’s identity was nailed down, via witnesses, personal identity cards, dental records, and/or fingerprints, the Arlington Police Department public affairs people would issue a standard public notice. With luck, the local press might not recognize the significance of Daniels’s name before they filed their late edition; without luck, some enterprising reporter would run Clifford’s name through Lexis, Google, or Yahoo! and get an interesting hit. Either way, by morning, the nuts and junkies would be on this like flies on poop.

Washington has always thrived on juicy rumors and corpulent conspiracy theories, fueled by amateur Oliver Stones—people with dark outlooks, overheated imaginations, whose mental bolts could stand a good tightening. But the proliferation of cable news channels, talk radio, and Internet blogs has changed a beltway pastime into a national frenzy. Every paranoid idiot now has an outlet and an audience. A few even have network anchor jobs.

I informed Phyllis, “That isn’t my problem.”

“It is now. Speed, Drummond. Get this done quickly.” Right.

She agreed to call Major Tran’s office and work out some kind of bureaucratic entente, and I told her what I needed when I returned to the office . . . starting with a new job.

I snapped shut the cell, stepped back inside, and rejoined Major Tran, who was still pretending to study a piece of faux artwork on the wall.

I nodded at her. She nodded back.

“When did you first figure me out?” I asked her.

“I don’t know. Maybe . . . the instant you claimed you’re FBI.”

“Really? I was obnoxious, overbearing, and a prick. What gave me away?”

“You were all of the above. You just don’t fit the mold.”

“I’m . . . devastated.”

“You’ll get over it.”

“I’m even wearing fresh undershorts.”

“Thank you for sharing that.” She smiled. “You forgot your look of wholesome goodliness.”

We walked together, she and I, back to the bedroom and Detective Sergeant Enders.



CHAPTER FOUR

If possible the smell had worsened to the point that Bian Tran refreshened her disinfectant the moment we reentered the bedroom. Our newly erected partnership apparently had limits; she never offered me a dab.

Tim Reynolds was still painstakingly lifting lint and particles off the bed and dropping them into labeled plastic Baggies.

Enders, still with an eye on the briefcase, was conferring with another gent, who also wore a cheap sports coat and bad necktie—it had green and yellow polka dots. As he spoke, he kept glancing at his notebook, presumptive evidence that he also was a detective.

Clifford Daniels remained naked—and dead.

In fact, as we entered the detective was informing Enders, “. . . suicide. Yeah, I’m comfortable with that. I guess I’d feel better if I knew something about his life, whether he fits into a suicidal profile. But . . . look . . . gun in his own hand, no break-in, the overall physical arrangement . . . it’s fairly clear-cut.”

“Yeah . . . but . . .”

Before he could finish that “but,” I chose to intervene. “Major Tran and I are equally satisfied it was suicide.”

Enders glanced in my direction. “Did I ask your opinion?”

“That was more than an opinion.”

It got a little frosty in the room. “What are you talking about?”

“As there’s no apparent reason to suspect foul play, Major Tran and I are seizing Daniels’s briefcase as government property. It’s immaterial to your investigation and we’re asserting the right of higher domain.”

“The . . . ? What in the hell are you talking about?”

For his edification, Bian explained, “It’s a complicated legal theory. Something to do with big dogs, small dogs, and, if I recall correctly . . . urinating on trees.”

Enders looked at me like I was nuts.

“That briefcase is mine,” I said, and stepped toward the bed and the briefcase.

He put a hand on my arm. “Welcome to Arlington County, pal. Higher domain, my ass—my beat, my briefcase. I decide what’s relevant and what’s not.”

“Not this time.”

“This time, every time.” I took another step toward the bed, and he said, “Touch that case and I’ll slap cuffs on you.”

Bian and I traded looks and shared the same disquieting thought. Somebody needed to play good cop. I can do that, though it’s not really my forte, and in any event, the slip was already showing beneath my sheep’s clothing. Besides, differences in uniforms aside, a cop is a cop, and Bian was a cop, and she could talk the talk. She said to Enders, “Barry, do you have doubts about this being suicide?”

“Well . . . I . . . uh . . .” It seemed Enders either had none, or at least none sufficiently evolved to be expressed.

“Because I agree with Drummond,” Bian continued. “So does your detective. He called it clear-cut and he’s right. The man killed himself.”

“Nothing’s firm until I get results from forensics, and until I know something about the victim . . . what might’ve led to this. You’re a cop. You know that.”

“I know how it works procedurally, Barry. I’m also aware that you have certain leeway for extraordinary circumstances.”

He looked at her. “I have an ongoing investigation here. That briefcase could contain evidence relevant to my investigation, and until I know otherwise, it stays in my custody.”

“Should we find any, I’ll call immediately. Promise.”

“Come on. I shouldn’t need to remind you about chain of custody issues.”

“I . . .” Bian paused and looked at me: Cop-to-cop, she was getting the crap kicked out of her.

This sounded like a good time for a little expert legal advice— meaning vague, selective, and possibly misleading advice. I turned to Bian and asked, “Your office—is it an investigative agency or a law enforcement office?”

“Both—I have the power to make arrests, as well as the legal authority to refer for prosecution.”

“Well, there you have it.” I turned to Enders. “Just sign an evidence transfer statement, from you to her. Right?”

“And if it don’t stand up in court, I’m left holding the bag. The county prosecutors here are real . . . Look, I’m two years short of retirement. I don’t need trouble.”

“I’m a government lawyer. Trust me.”

Maybe that was a poor choice of words. He replied, “I don’t even know who the hell you are. You claimed to be FBI, then CIA, now you’re a lawyer. You better figure out who you are before you start offering advice.”

Bian assured him, “He is a lawyer, Barry. Also an Army lieutenant colonel . . . a JAG officer.”

My identities and jobs were switching so fast, poor Enders looked like he needed a flowchart to keep me straight. I explained, “Look, Detective, it’s no different than forwarding samples to a state forensics facility or an FBI lab. Major Bian has an investigative specialty—to wit, a security clearance—that affords her the ability to examine and interpret evidence neither you nor your department possess.”

I was making this up, of course. It did sound good, though, and Enders seemed to be impressed by my grasp of legal technicalities, or my inventive bullshit, which are actually the same thing. Still, he insisted, “I’m going to see what’s inside that briefcase.”

Bian started to object, before I said, “Fine. He’s doing his job.  Let’s just make sure there’s no cover sheet that says Top Secret.”

I walked to the bed, bent down, and picked up the briefcase. As I mentioned, it was a valise-style case—so no lock, just a brass clasp that I undid then peeked inside.

There were no loose papers, certainly no Top Secret cover sheets, nor did I see a helpful and illuminating suicide note, just a slim gray Gateway laptop computer and a thick store-bought address book. I carried the valise over to Enders and allowed him to peek inside and observe the contents.

Bian, peering over his left shoulder, predictably concluded, “Looks innocent enough.”

Enders asked, “Is that an office or a personal computer?”

“I’d have to turn it on to tell,” Bian replied. “But not in your presence. It’s irrelevant, anyway.”

Bian reached into her pocket and withdrew her business card, which she thrust into Enders’s hand. “If this causes you problems, Barry, refer them to me.”

I said to Enders, “When you get the results from forensics, call. Also, we’d like to know if the gun belonged to Daniels or somebody else.”

He looked at me and replied, “I can’t tell you how fucking pleased I am to be of service.”

“Incidentally, we were never here.”

“You know what?” he replied. “I wish that were true.”

In the parking lot, Tran and I decided that as she had arrived in her own car and I in a government sedan, we would depart together in mine. The subtext here: Neither of us trusted the other alone with the briefcase. Also my car, a big blue Crown Victoria, used taxpayers’ gas. This is called interagency cooperation.

As soon as we were seated and buckled in, she said, “Don’t take this the wrong way . . . but your place or mine?”

“I’m driving. Mine.”

“I knew you had an ulterior motive.”

“What did you expect? I’m CIA.”

I put the car in gear, backed out of the parking space, and headed east in the general direction of Crystal City, specifically toward the large brick warehouse where my office is located.

I should mention that the Office of Special Projects is located not, as you might expect, at the sprawling headquarters at Langley but in the aforementioned warehouse. The warehouse is a front, or in the lingo of the trade, an offsite, with a sign out front that reads “Ferguson Home Security Electronics.” A double entendre is supposed to be located in there somewhere. Don’t ask.

I was still new to all this, but as I understand it, OSP handles important projects for the Director that are highly sensitive and confidential in nature. And CIA people are, by training and instinct, nosy, cunning, and intrusive—at least the better ones are. So the purported intent of this geographic separation is to reduce the chances of leaks, thefts, or competitive sabotage. I guess it’s no secret that the CIA distrusts other governments or even its own government. But it is somewhat surprising how little it trusts even itself.

After a moment of companionable silence, Bian said, “I have a confession.”

“If this concerns your steamy sex life, keep it to yourself, Major.”

She looked at me. “Is this going to be a long day?”

“You’ll earn your paycheck.”

“Well . . . okay, here goes. About Cliff Daniels . . . I may have— actually I wasn’t entirely forthcoming.”

When I failed to reply to this bold revelation, she said, “I was sent because Daniels was the controller for a man named Charabi. Are you familiar with that name?”

“Sure. Simon Charabi. Delivers my laundry.”

She was obviously getting to know me and said, “I’ll assume that means yes.” She paused, then said, “Because of Daniels’s relationship with Charabi, a House investigating subcommittee ordered him to testify. He was scheduled to appear next week.”

“I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

“Probably not. Anyway, his death is going to require an explanation to the panel members.”

“Why are you telling me this now?”

“As long as we’re working together, I . . .” She paused for a moment and reconsidered her words. “Cooperation is a sharing experience.” She touched my arm and said, “I expect you to reciprocate. We’re partners, right?”

She stuck out a hand. We shook.

She was a good liar, but not that good. What she really meant to say was that she thought Phyllis might have already let me in on this secret, or soon would. But rather than harm our plastic mood of amity, I asked, “Where’d you get that combat patch?”

“Iraq. During the invasion, and a year afterward.”

“You should fire your travel agent.”

She smiled and said, “We have the same travel agent.” She added, “I was the operations officer of an MP battalion during the invasion. Afterward, during the first year of the occupation phase, I was with the corps intelligence staff. My alternate specialty is military intelligence and I’m a fluent Arabic speaker. A lot of my time was spent interrogating prisoners, or performing liaison with local Iraqi police in our sector.”

“I’ll bet the Iraqis got a kick out of that.”

“Out of what?”

“An attractive Asian-American woman speaking their lingo. Was it a problem?”

She shrugged. “It was awkward. Not the language part, the female part. They have fairly medieval views toward women. It’s not a fundamentalist society, but in Arab countries the notion of male supremacy is more cultural than religious.”

“No kidding? Hey, I might even like it there.”

She wisely ignored my chauvinism and added, “You have to learn the tricks.”

“Like what?”

“Show them your gun and speak with blunt authority. If they’re still leering, knee them in the nuts.” She added, “They grew accustomed to that under Saddam. It helps them get over it.”

“Does it? I don’t recall that technique from the textbook.”

“I’m speaking metaphorically. But Iraq is different. The textbook doesn’t work there. You have to make certain . . . adjustments.”

“Every war is different.”

“I’m talking about something else. One minute the people are smiling and waving at you, and then . . . the moment you’re out of sight, those same people are planting artillery shells and bombs in the road to blow you to pieces.”

“Maybe you misinterpreted their waves. Maybe they meant ‘au revoir, asshole.’ ”

“That’s not funny.”

“That wasn’t meant to be funny.”

She took a deep breath, and then we made eye contact and she said, “One day, I watched a car pull up to a checkpoint. A woman in a black veil was driving and yelling out the window for help. A little kid was in the passenger seat, for Godsakes. Two of my MPs let down their guard, they approached her and— It was really awful. Body parts flew all over the place.” She held my eyes for a moment, then added, “They don’t play by any rules—that leaves you no choice. What kind of people blow up their own children? You have to throw away the rule books over there.”

“Do you?”

“Oh . . . I forgot. You’re a lawyer.”

“Meaning what?”

“You know what it means.”

“I really don’t. Explain it.”

“Nothing. Drop it.” I glanced at her and she said, “I wasn’t trying . . . I wasn’t implying—”

“Did it ever strike you that maybe the people there are pissed off because we invaded their country, and now they view us as unwelcome occupiers? Unreasonable, I know, but maybe it’s why they’re trying to kill us.”

Apparently I struck a raw nerve because she said, “Spare me the armchair moralizing. Here you see these news reports of people having their heads lopped off, or being blown to bits by roadside bombs, and you think, oh goodness, how awful. Over there, you lay awake at night wondering if you’re next.”

She started to say something else, but apparently changed her mind.

“When you throw away the rule book, Bian, you get Abu Ghraibs. Play by those rules, they lose and you lose.”

She decided to change the topic, because she asked, “How did you wind up at the Agency?”

“One day I came into work and everybody was gone. All the furniture was gone, too, except a desk with my nametag on it.”

She laughed.

“Countries, governments, office buildings . . . that’s how they do things.” After a moment, I added, “They’re not completely bad people, though. I got to keep my parking space.”

“Seriously.”

“Seriously . . . I don’t have a clue.”

She changed subjects again, and asked, “So what do you think? About Daniels? Did he kill himself or was he murdered?”
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