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To my wonderful children,


Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Sam,


Victoria, Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara,


May those you trust never disappoint you or destroy you,


Live in honor, love honestly,


Be true to yourself, and be kind to each other.


I love you, always,


Mommy/DS









Come not between the dragon and his wrath.


*


Time shall unfold what plaited cunning hides.


—William Shakespeare, King Lear
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Chapter 1


It was nearly four in the morning when Alix Phillips ran for cover as gunshots rang out. A fruit-canning factory had been shut down in Alabama, putting thousands out of jobs. The union had been trying to stop the shutdown for months, and finally violence had broken out in the town, out of desperation and frustration. Most of the factory workers were African American, some of whose families had worked there for generations. There had been looting and destruction in the town and surrounding area all night, and two young men had been killed. The riot police had been called in from nearby cities, and the acrid smell of tear gas was everywhere. Alix was reporting from a live feed, and had to abandon the spot where she’d been standing, as Ben Chapman, her cameraman, grabbed her roughly by the arm and forced her to leave. He nearly had to drag her to get her away from the scene, as troops narrowed in on the area, and flames exploded the windows as looters set a building on fire. She had just been saying on her broadcast for national TV that nothing like it had been seen since the riots in L.A. in 1992.


“Are you fucking crazy?” Chapman shouted at her, as they took refuge behind a building around the corner, and National Guardsmen and riot police thundered past them. Ben and Alix were wearing their press badges around their necks and had been on the scene all week. Alix’s face was smudged with soot, and her eyes were watering from the tear gas heavy in the air. “Are you trying to get killed?” They had been working as a team for four years, and got along well, except in moments like this.


To her own detriment, Alix Phillips would put herself on the front line of any battle, riot, demonstration, or dangerous situation in order to bring the reality of it to their viewers. Ben loved working with her, but they’d argued about it before. Her fearlessness made for award-winning footage, and the network loved it, especially at a time in broadcasting when few reporters were willing to take the risks she did. It was in her DNA. But there were times when reason had to win out, or should have, and with Alix it never did. Once she was in the heat of a story, she was blind to all else. She’d been a TV news reporter since she graduated from college seventeen years before, and at thirty-nine had made a powerful reputation for herself, reporting from every hot spot on the planet. She covered the news abroad and in the States, on special assignment, and the producers loved her because she never turned anything down, and her brilliant editorials and assessments were known around the world. She was a legendary reporter whom everyone admired, and was a household name. Working with her was a privilege Ben enjoyed, except when she went too far and put their lives on the line. He was a brave man, but not foolish. But nothing stopped Alix, she was passionate about every story.


Ben was forty-two, and had been in the military until four years before. He had been part of an elite Navy SEAL team, which made him well suited to the kind of assignments Alix preferred, and he had signed on enthusiastically to work with her. Other more cautious cameramen had turned the opportunity down. She was healthy, extremely fit, headstrong, honorable, courageous, afraid of nothing, and very smart. Her stories were flawlessly covered, and his talent with a camera in his hands was equal to hers as a reporter. Their producers and audiences loved them. They were the perfect combination and complemented each other. Both were known for their professional integrity and in-depth stories. They had been all over the Middle East together, had covered military takeovers and civil wars in South America and Africa, natural disasters, coups d’état, and a number of important political exposés in the States. Trouble of any kind was their specialty, and they made it riveting to watch with his images and her words and presence on the screen. Ben always teased her that if there was a disaster somewhere in the world, Alix would find a way to get there, and risk her hide and his, just as she had already done several times that night in the Alabama riots.


They heard an explosion a few minutes after they’d taken cover. Alix dashed back out before Ben could stop her, and he followed. He was as zealous as she was, but he felt it his duty to protect her too, which she ignored whenever possible.


“Are you ever going to ask me if I think it’s smart to go back out or if we should wait?” he complained when he caught up to her. They were both tired and hadn’t slept more than a few hours in days.


“Of course not.” She grinned at him, and ran alongside a group of soldiers who had been sent to reinforce the riot squad. But in spite of the hazards, he liked working with her. They were combat buddies and partners in crime. He was six feet five with powerful shoulders, and in remarkable shape. She was a foot shorter, with a lithe, athletic body and long blond hair, and she liked to think she was as physically capable and tough as he was. She trained at a gym every day when they were at home in New York, and she loved to box. But twenty years as a Navy SEAL and sheer size made Ben the stronger of the two, inevitably, whether she admitted it or not. She was beautiful when she cleaned up, but was perfectly at ease in combat clothes, covered in grime. She didn’t care how she looked when she was working. All that mattered was getting the story, whatever it took.


The riot went on until seven in the morning, when all the rioters and looters had been rounded up and taken to jail. The fires continued to burn white-hot and weren’t put out for several days. The small factory town remained under military control when Ben and Alix left and got on a plane to New York in Birmingham, after driving fifty miles in their rented car to get there. The town they’d just left had almost been destroyed, and because of the factory closing, most of the locals were now unemployed and on public assistance of some kind, and many had already lost their homes. It was a sad story, and Alix had blamed local government in her broadcast for providing so little support and being so ill prepared to quell the riots and looting before they got out of hand. The mayor was said to be corrupt, although she implied it but didn’t say it, and the town was bankrupt. The region had been declared a disaster area on the morning after the riots began. She was pensive and quiet as they flew back to New York. It was hard to imagine such extreme poverty in the United States, but they had seen it before. And it tore at her heartstrings when she saw the kids, barefoot and in clothes that were ragged and too small, and many homeless now as well.


“What are they going to do now?” she said softly, glancing at Ben, as the flight attendant served their lunch in business class. Due to the hardships of their work, the network paid for them to travel business class whenever possible. It was one of the perks they both enjoyed about their job.


“Go on unemployment, or move away, if they can,” Ben answered seriously, remembering the poverty they’d seen there. It upset him too, although they had seen far worse things in the wars and horrors they’d covered together around the world. It helped that they were both unencumbered, neither of them with someone waiting for them at home, and Ben assumed they’d be back on the road again in a few days. They usually were. A new dire situation would happen somewhere and they would be sent there. It was not unlike his life in the military with the SEALs. Ben had been defending the people and principles he believed in all his life.


*


Alix came by her talent and courage honestly. Her father had been a famous British journalist and had been killed by a bomb in Ireland while covering a story, when she was a child. She remembered him only dimly, but from everything she knew about him, he had been a wonderful man. Her mother, Isabelle, was French. Alix had grown up in London, gone to college in the States, and once she decided to stay there to work in TV news for a major network, her mother had moved back to the small town she came from in Provence. She had been a good mother, and never interfered with what Alix chose to do. Alix loved her fiercely and visited her whenever she could, which was never often enough.


Alix’s college years in the States had been turbulent and stormy. A romance in her sophomore year had led to the birth of a daughter a year later. The baby’s father had been a year younger, a sweet boy who was passionately in love with Alix and tried to match her courage when she decided to have the baby, much to his parents’ dismay. They were cool Bostonians from a wealthy banking family, and their dreams for their son did not include an illegitimate child, nor marriage to an unknown girl from London, from what they considered an insignificant family, no matter how bright Alix was. And her dreams of following in her father’s footsteps as a journalist did not please them either, although Wyatt thought she was amazing. Despite his parents’ protests, they were married less than a month before Faye was born.


The delivery was easy, but everything that came after wasn’t. Wyatt’s parents cut off all financial support, and Isabelle came from London to help them with the baby, although she wasn’t thrilled with Alix’s decision either, but young love had prevailed over reason.


And three months later, the unthinkable happened. While vacationing with friends in Nantucket, Wyatt was killed in a boating accident, and Alix became a twenty-year-old widow with a three-month-old infant. Still in shock over Wyatt’s death, Alix and her mother attended the funeral in Boston, where they realized that Wyatt’s family had told no one about their son’s marriage or his child, and Alix and her mother were treated like unwelcome strangers. A somber conversation with Wyatt’s father the day after the funeral made clear that his family wanted no contact with Alix or their granddaughter in the future. They considered her nothing more than a youthful mistake he had made, and they felt no bond to mother or child. They wouldn’t even look at their son’s infant daughter.


Alix went back to London with her mother then, and after a month of long, tearful discussions, Isabelle convinced her to go back to school and leave Faye with her in London. Alix was torn, even as she boarded the plane to go back to school in the States to finish her junior year. And once there it became obvious that it had been the right decision, and her mother had been wise.


A year later, with near-perfect grades, Alix graduated with honors and got an extraordinary opportunity in network news in New York. She was on her way. She went home to visit her mother and daughter whenever she could, but she was deeply immersed in her demanding job for several years. Isabelle moved back to France then, to Provence, and took Faye with her, while Alix accepted every challenging assignment they gave her. She could never have achieved the early years of her career with a baby to care for, and Faye thrived with her grandmother. She was five when Alix finally decided to bring her to New York, which was challenging, but she wanted her daughter with her and felt ready to cope.


They managed; Faye spent summers with her grandmother in France, and a nanny cared for her in New York while Alix traveled for her job. It wasn’t ideal, but it worked. And Alix and her daughter had in common that they had grown up without their fathers. It created a special bond between them, and Faye worried fiercely about her mother when she saw her on TV when she was away or on assignment. Isabelle had never complained about Alix’s chosen career, but Faye did, all the time, and accused her mother of being irresponsible and trying to get killed.


“I don’t have a father. What will I do if something happens to you?” she said angrily.


“You’d go to live with Mamie,” Alix said, referring to her mother in Provence. Faye’s paternal grandparents had never made contact again in nineteen years. Alix had always thought they would eventually, but they never did. Faye didn’t exist for them. She remained an embarrassment they chose to deny, with no sentiment for their late son’s only child.


“That’s not good enough,” Faye would say to her mother in a fury about the dangers of her job. “I need you too. Not just Mamie.”


The truth was that Alix and Faye needed each other, but Alix loved her career too, and was determined to stay in it. And when Faye left for college, Alix felt free to take tougher, longer, more dangerous assignments than ever. Every fiber of her being came alive on those assignments. Faye was proud of her but upset about it too. It was a constant battle between the two women.


Faye was nineteen years old and a sophomore at Duke, and she knew that if there was a war, an uprising, or a terrorist attack somewhere, her mother would wind up there, drawn like a moth to flame. And the network she worked for took full advantage of her willingness to leave at the drop of a hat, and go anywhere they sent her. Anyone who knew Alix was acutely aware of the fact that nothing could stop her. If there was trouble somewhere in the world, Alix had to be in it, just as she was now. And because of the way she’d grown up, Faye was fiercely independent too. She was as determined as her mother. She wanted to go to law school after college, and Alix was sure she would, and she could afford to send her now. Her job as star reporter for a major network paid her well. But her work wasn’t about money for Alix. Her career was her passion, she loved what she did. She found each assignment new and exciting, and she was the consummate professional. Like her father, Alix was a journalist to the core, and she liked being a war correspondent best of all. She and Ben had that in common, which was why they worked well together, on the toughest assignments the network could give them.


Alix never talked about her personal life or her past. Ben had been startled to learn a year after they started working together that she had a child. Her willingness to risk her life in the line of duty had never suggested to him that she had a family at home. And in fact she didn’t. All she had was Faye, and her mother in France. In that sense, she and Ben were very much alike. In his case, he was divorced with no children, and she knew he had parents and three brothers somewhere in the Midwest, whom he rarely saw. He had nephews and nieces, although he saw little of them, and said that he and his family had nothing in common. They thought him an oddball for leaving home and joining the SEALs. He said that the military had been his family for many years. He had strong moral values and a need to protect those around him, but he had no close personal ties Alix was aware of. And when she had questioned him about why he left the SEALs, all he said was “It was time,” and clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Like Alix, he was an intensely private person. They were there to do a job together, and that was what they did, like two soldiers of fortune, bringing the truth to their viewers, and shedding light on treason, betrayals, and crimes against humanity around the world. Above all, Alix believed in exposing evil deeds and shocking events, and so did Ben, whatever the risk to them to do so.


“Did you have time to call Faye?” Ben asked casually as they flew back to New York. He liked hearing about her, and he thought Faye a bright, interesting young woman, like her mother, willing to stand up for her ideals.


Ben had left home more than twenty years before, and had been divorced for fourteen years. He never talked about his ex-wife, and Alix correctly sensed he didn’t want to, so she didn’t ask. They were each entitled to their memories and secrets. They were colleagues, not lovers, and had become friends working hard together.


“I did,” Alix said about calling Faye from Alabama. She tried to call from wherever she was.


“How is she?” he inquired.


“Pissed, as usual,” Alix said, grinning. Faye still hated it when her mother went on dangerous assignments, and this one was. “I think she’d like me to cover baking contests, dog shows, and county fairs.” He laughed at the idea. Faye never failed to remind her mother that she and her grandmother in Provence were all she had, and accused her of being selfish. As a result of the constant reminders, Alix had taken out a hefty life insurance policy for her, as her own father had done for them. It had allowed Alix to get a decent education, and her mother to take care of her full-time while she was still at home. But even though she pretended to be cavalier about it, there was no question that being a single mother weighed on Alix heavily at times. Not enough to make her change her life or give up her job. She couldn’t at this point, and didn’t want to. But she felt guilty whenever Faye complained.


Alix and Ben talked intermittently through lunch, and then Ben watched a movie on his iPad with his headphones on, and Alix put her seat back, covered herself with a blanket, and went to sleep.


Ben woke her as they approached JFK. He always said that she could sleep in a ditch, standing on her head, and she woke up and put her seat back up just as they landed on the runway. She looked surprisingly rested and refreshed.


“Are you going to your place?” Ben asked as they gathered up their things. She was still wearing army surplus fatigues and combat boots and an old camouflage jacket that was frayed and had seen better days. She had an entire wardrobe of combat clothes she wore for work, unlike any of the other women Ben knew.


“No, I think I’ll go into the office and see what’s on my desk,” she said vaguely. He always told her she was a workaholic, and she could no longer deny it. The evidence to support his theory was overwhelming, and she looked lively and full of energy as they stepped off the plane, and headed toward baggage claim. She was tireless, which drove him crazy at times, when he was tired himself. She never was, or at least it never showed. They knew the airport well, and had spent far too many hours there, waiting for delayed planes to take off. Ben had expected her to say she was going to work. He knew that she’d sit at her desk for several hours, eventually take a shower at the office and put on more of the same clothes, and in the end not bother to go home, and stay till all hours. She hated going home to her empty apartment. He couldn’t wait to get back to his own apartment in Brooklyn and sleep on clean sheets in his comfortable bed that night. The thought of it was sheer heaven to him, after four days of bad motels and catnaps in the back of a car. Alix didn’t care where she slept, or if she did, and didn’t need much sleep, which was an advantage she had over him and most people.


Women glanced at Ben as they walked through the airport. He was a powerfully built, tall, handsome man, but in spite of that, Alix had always been indifferent to his charm. She loved working with him, but had never been interested in him as a man, and they knew each other too well. They had seen each other in lots of unpleasant, terrifying, awkward, and embarrassing situations. And Alix knew instinctively that it would have spoiled everything if they’d ever gotten involved. And he had expressed no interest in romance with her either. They both liked their relationship just the way it was, uncomplicated and entirely based on work. They were well matched to work together in every way. Many teams the producers put together were a lot less compatible than the two of them, and some fought all the time and hated each other offscreen. Some of the battles behind the scenes at the network were legendary, but not between the two of them. They’d become fast friends right from the beginning and still were.


They each picked up their suitcase off the moving belt. Alix managed her own with ease. Ben no longer offered to help her, he knew she wouldn’t have let him anyway. Alix prized her independence above all, and took pride in taking care of herself. They took separate cabs into the city and she headed for work, curious about what she’d find. And when she got there, she discovered, as she always did, a mountain that had sprung up on her desk while she was gone. Notices, memos, copy they wanted from her to go with her stories, fact checking, edicts from management that had been circulated around the office while they were away. By late that night, she had gotten through most of it. She was too tired to go home by then and stretched out on the couch in her office and fell asleep. She woke up before the others came in the next morning, took a shower, put on jeans and a sweater from her suitcase, poured herself a stiff cup of coffee, and was back at her desk when Felix Winters, her senior producer, walked in.


“Did you sleep here?” Felix asked her wryly, knowing the answer before she nodded with a grin.


“Of course.”


It didn’t surprise him. He was pleased with their coverage of the riots, she could see it on his face. He rarely said it, but he liked almost everything she did. He wasn’t lavish with praise but had deep respect for her.


“Bring your coffee to my office and let’s catch up,” he said, and she nodded and promised to be there in a minute, as an assistant producer stuck his head into her office. They had a breaking story to put on the morning news ahead of everything else, and he wanted to let her know. An earthquake in Afghanistan had killed thousands of people. She wondered if she and Ben would get sent out on the story, and headed to Felix’s office.


Alix and Felix both kept a close eye on the monitor on his desk while they chatted. The videos and live coverage from Afghanistan were awful, with bodies piling up in the streets and people crying, and buildings turned to rubble, with people trapped inside them.


“It looked nasty in Alabama. I was worried about you,” he said with obvious concern.


“We were fine, but it was ugly. They sent the troops in too late. It was out of control by then.” The senior producer was distracted as she said it, and he nodded, looking pensive. “What’s up?” She knew that expression on his face.


He hesitated for a minute before answering with a sheepish grin. “One of my crazy hunches. Don’t ask me why, but I saw a photograph of the Vice President yesterday. It’s bothering me.”


“You’ve never liked him,” Alix reminded him with a smile.


“True. He just seems phony to me. And for a guy who plays holier than thou and claims to be Mr. Clean, I don’t like the company he keeps. And where did he get all that money so fast?”


“He married it,” she said with an ironic expression. “That’s one way to make easy money.”


“Sometimes not so easy,” Felix quipped, and she laughed. “I don’t know. Something about him always seems wrong to me.” She had heard it before.


“Who was he with in the photo you saw?” she asked with interest. Felix had good instincts, but he had his share of pet peeves too, and the Vice President had always been one of them, although he’d had a dignified career, and the right connections, the late senator Bill Foster being his closest friend. Foster was considered a political icon, and they were planning a presidential campaign together when Foster died. But Felix didn’t like Tony Clark anyway.


“He was with a state gaming commissioner. And every time I play golf in D.C., I see him with some lobbyist or other, and none of the ones people respect.”


“That’s not against the law,” Alix teased him.


“I know. Wishful thinking. I always hope we’ll catch him doing something illegal one of these days. But he’s too smart for that.”


“Or too honest,” Alix said cautiously. She had no strong feelings about the Vice President one way or the other. Tony Clark was smart, rich, and successful, and impressively connected socially and politically. He played the game well. Too much so to risk it by doing anything foolish, in her opinion. But Felix never agreed. He thought him overconfident and arrogant.


“Do me a favor, sniff around your Washington contacts and see if anything turns up. You never know.”


“Hope springs eternal.” She laughed at him as she left his office and then turned to ask him, “Are you sending us to Afghanistan?”


“I’ll let you know,” he said, watching the monitor intently as she left, and she thought about his dogged search for malfeasance by the Vice President. She never agreed with him on that, but she’d check her sources anyway, to humor him. He was her boss after all, and sometimes he was right. Not this time, though. She was sure. Felix just had an issue with him. It was visceral, he couldn’t stand the guy.


She was watching the morning news from a monitor on her desk, when Ben walked in an hour later. He looked fresh and rested, but so did she, after a few hours’ sleep on her office couch. Work always invigorated her, and Ben guessed correctly that she hadn’t bothered to go home.


“Are we heading for Afghanistan?” he asked her, as he lowered himself into a chair across from her and glanced at the monitor on her desk.


“Felix hasn’t told me yet. He’s on a witch hunt for the Vice President again.” She smiled at Ben. “He wants me to check it out.”


“Clark’s a busy guy,” Ben said of the Vice President, looking unimpressed. “And I’ve never liked him either. Something about him always rubs me the wrong way. But I think he’s clean. He’s too smart and ambitious not to be.” He agreed with Alix about that.


Vice President Tony Clark was in his early forties, had previously been divorced from a wealthy socialite, had married a much younger woman in his second marriage four years before, and had two very young children. They were the picture-perfect vice presidential family. They even had a golden retriever named Lucky. His young wife was the heiress to one of the biggest fortunes in the country, and her father had been the largest donor to the last presidential campaign. Tony Clark always seemed to have it easy, and even when things went wrong for him, he always landed on his feet shortly after.


Clark had been on the fast track to run for the vice presidency with Senator Bill Foster, a childhood friend. It had been an obvious pairing due to their lengthy connection. Foster had all the charm, wit, political expertise, charisma, connections, and intelligence to run a fantastic campaign to win a presidential election in a few years and take Clark with him, until Foster was murdered during his second senatorial campaign. Bill Foster’s father was one of the most famous kingmakers in Washington, and they were an important political family. His widow’s brother was a senator from Connecticut. Foster knew the right people, but Clark had the money. Not his own, but he had access to big campaign donors. Together they would have been an unbeatable team. Instead, after Foster’s death, Clark took a year to reinvent himself, and emerged as one of the hottest tickets of the hour with another senator who had the inside track to the White House. Tony Clark married his current wife two years after Foster was assassinated.


Clark was an important presence in the lives of Foster’s widow and two children. He and Olympia Foster were occasionally seen together in public, and he had been a strong emotional support system for the last six years. Since her husband’s death, she had been reclusive and had almost disappeared. She had been the perfect mate for Foster, and his staunch supporters were as much in love with her as they had been with him. As she thought about it, Alix wondered what had happened to Olympia. It had been months since her name had even been mentioned, although it was known that she and the Vice President had remained close friends. Faye had once sent her a fan letter and gotten a warm response. Olympia Foster was a lovely person, and like others, Alix had always thought there was something Kennedyesque about her. She had the same kind of dignified elegance and shy grace as Jackie. And like Jackie, she had survived her husband’s tragic death, shot by a random assassin while she was with him, which made the public sympathize with Olympia even more.


“How do you two feel about curry?” Felix stuck his head back in the door and asked them both. Alix looked disinterested but Ben said he liked it.


“Are you ordering lunch?” Ben asked him.


“No, there’s a scandal in the high-tech world in India. I’m sending you both to New Delhi tonight. You’re on a nine P.M. flight,” he said matter-of-factly. “International check-in at seven,” he reminded them.


“I’d better get home and repack my bags,” Alix commented, forgetting their conversation about the Vice President. There were no clean clothes left in the bag she’d brought back from Alabama. And she wouldn’t need combat gear in New Delhi. She needed summer dresses and sandals.


“He doesn’t waste a minute, does he?” Ben said after Felix left, looking hesitant about flying to India that night.


“It sounds like a good story,” Alix commented, trying to be positive about it. She loved her work, sometimes more than he did. And he was tired after Alabama. She wasn’t.


“They’re all good stories when you’re doing them,” Ben Chapman said honestly.


“I’d better get going,” Alix said as she stood up. She had a thousand things to do to prepare for another trip on such short notice. And they both knew that they would have to attend a long briefing about the Indian story that afternoon, if they were leaving that night.


She hailed a cab outside the network building a few minutes later. She thought about the assignment in India as they sped downtown, and made some notes to herself of things she wanted to research for the story. She thought of her daughter and was going to call her before they left.


Alix got out of the cab in front of her battered building in the East Village, and went inside to do her laundry and pack her suitcase. Despite Ben’s momentary fatigue and apparent lack of enthusiasm, she was excited to be going to India that night. What she did so well was in her blood, and still made her heart race after all these years. And anyone who knew her knew that was never going to change.


*


Alix was back at the office three hours later, with her packed bag. She had brought summer clothes for the climate in India, and some respectable-looking dresses in case she had to meet with government officials or interview important people in connection with the story. One of India’s most influential, richest men was at risk of going to prison, and the story was hot. Felix briefed her and Ben on all the information they had, and asked her to stay back to talk to him alone for a few minutes. He had been a reporter years before, and had risen through the ranks at the network, so he understood the job she did. He had aged visibly from the constant pressure he was under, and he relied on Alix and a handful of others to keep their ratings high. He kept a tight rein on them to make sure nothing slipped. His strength was ferreting out stories and having his investigative reporters cover them before anyone else knew about them, and he still had a sharp nose for sensing a story in the making. And Alix was at the top of his list of those who did that best. She never let him down.


He handed her a thick manila envelope across his desk. “I’d like you to take a look at that on the flight, and do a little research on it from Delhi if you have time. I know you think I’m nuts, but it’s on the subject of the VP. He may be clean but I smell a rat somewhere, or some money changing hands. Let’s check it out.”


Alix raised an eyebrow with interest. She loved doing research projects for him, and even if she didn’t agree with him, a lot of the time he was right. He had a sixth sense for the news like no one else. She glanced into the envelope and saw assorted photos of Tony Clark.


“Just take a look,” he said to her, “and see if anything rings a bell. I still have this crazy gut feeling that he could be taking bribes from lobbyists or even someone else. Maybe I’m wrong, but humor me and sniff around. He’s turning up with some of the less trustworthy lobbyists in Washington with a fair amount of regularity. Not officially, but informally, as ‘friends.’ His people claim it’s coincidental when they’re questioned about it. I don’t buy that. He’s always where the money is, and he doesn’t do anything unless there’s something in it for him.”


Clark was adept at staying below the radar and leading an exemplary life, but occasionally there was something about him, even to Alix, that seemed too good to be true. And she had to admit that he was a lucky guy, had made a fortune, and married well twice. In Felix’s opinion, it couldn’t all be fortuitous, smart investments in the stock market and his wives’ money. He was a very rich man in his own right, and hadn’t been at the beginning of his career. So where did it come from? That question had gnawed at Felix for a long time. No one had ever accused the Vice President of improprieties, but Felix always wondered how he had gotten what he had. Experience and the instincts of a once-great reporter himself told Felix that there was something there. He just didn’t know what. But it was more than just the Midas touch or blind good fortune. And Felix just couldn’t seem to let it go. He had provided Alix with a number of recent photographs of the VP in various places, with assorted people, for her to study.


“I’ll take a look,” Alix promised. She was more interested in Clark’s political ties than his fortune. He had powerful connections, and high aspirations. Clark’s relationship with Bill Foster didn’t seem like an accident to her either. Foster would have been the perfect ride for him, straight into the White House, even in a secondary position, which Clark didn’t seem to mind. He had become close to the current President only after Foster died. There always seemed to be an agenda with him. And now he was the Vice President. “I don’t like him much myself,” Alix admitted to Felix. “But he doesn’t strike me as a guy who’d do something stupid or dishonest, like take payoffs from a lobbyist. He’s always got an eye to the future, and I think he’s got big plans for the long term, like running for President himself in four years, after the President’s second term ends.” He had just been reelected. Everyone was waiting for Clark to throw his hat into the ring of presidential hopefuls, but he hadn’t so far. It was early days yet, for another couple of years. And Felix wanted to keep a close eye on him to see just how far he went.


“You’re probably right. But he’s been seen with three of the shadiest lobbyists in D.C. recently, having dinner, playing golf, supposedly they’re all just pals. I just want you to explore quietly, use your connections, and see some people about it when you get back. You can check out the pictures now, while you’re away.”


“Any idea who you want me to see?” she asked him. “Off the top of my head, I don’t know anyone close to him.” And as soon as she said the words she thought of Olympia Foster, but decided instantly it was a ridiculous idea. She had been out of the loop for six years, but she and Clark were still close friends. Alix thought she might learn something if Olympia Foster would talk to her. In the first year after Foster’s death, Clark had been constantly seen with Olympia and her kids, after supporting her through the funeral. Photographs had shown her brother, the senator from Connecticut, on one side of her, and Clark on the other. Alix suspected that Olympia was likely to know more about what Clark was up to than anyone else, although Alix didn’t expect her to divulge any secrets, if there were any. But people talked to Alix easily. She was disarming, and good at what she did. She had a warm, informal style which made everyone open up to her, and was why Felix had chosen her for the assignment, unofficially so far. He knew that if anyone was capable of it, Alix would come back with the story, if there was one.


“I’ll read the material, and make some calls from New Delhi, if I have time. I have a few contacts in D.C. who might be helpful. It’s a small town, with a lot of talk,” she said, looking thoughtful. She wanted to call Foster’s widow herself and see if she could get in to see her. It would probably get her nowhere, but it was worth a shot. Alix had always admired Olympia’s dignity and courage, and it would be interesting meeting her, if Olympia was willing. She never gave interviews, but she might agree to spend an hour with her, to talk about her husband’s legacy.


Olympia had written a book about her husband after his death, and Alix had read it and enjoyed it. It had extolled his virtues, explained his political positions in depth, and talked about his dreams for the future of the country. If what she said was accurate, it made it an even greater loss for America that he had died. The book was intelligently written and very coherent, although colored by the deep love of an adoring, grieving wife. She had wanted to honor her husband posthumously, and she had, nobly and with great eloquence. The book had sold over a million copies and been a huge success.


Alix stood up after the meeting with Felix, with the envelope of material on Tony Clark in her hands, and he wished her luck with the story in New Delhi. He didn’t think they’d be there long, but firsthand reporting on the scene would make it more interesting for their viewers and keep the ratings high. Felix lived for that.


Alix was thinking about Olympia Foster as she walked back to her office, where Ben was waiting for her with his bag. They had to leave for the airport in half an hour.


“Did you get fired?” he teased, and she laughed.


“Not yet. I’m working on it.”


“Just to remind you, I like my job, and I’d hate to have to get used to a new partner.” He glanced at the envelope she put into her hand luggage. “Homework?” She nodded.


“Tony Clark. Felix still thinks he smells a rat. Or, for now, a mouse. He’s hoping for a rat.”


“And you’ve been assigned to be the rat catcher?” Ben asked with interest.


“If there is a rat. That remains to be seen,” Alix said with a smile. She liked working with him too.


“That should keep you busy,” Ben said and flipped through a magazine while he waited for her. All he had to do was follow her and catch the stories on film, the heavy lifting was all hers. She called Faye before they left the office, while he went to get coffee for them both. She wasn’t sure if she’d get her daughter or voicemail, and was pleased when Faye picked up. Once they were in New Delhi, it would be harder to find the time.


“I saw the rest of the story in Alabama.” Faye sounded angry when she said it. “You’re still trying to get yourself killed. You’re lucky no one tried to shoot you. They’re going to get you one of these days, Mom.” She was resentful. Alix knew it was based on fear. Fear of losing her mother.


“It wasn’t as bad as it looked,” her mother tried to reassure her, but Faye knew her better.


“It was probably worse. It’s hard to believe that kind of thing can still happen today. It was all about racial discrimination under the cover of the factory owners crying poor.” Faye, as usual, got the point, she had grown up with the stories Alix covered, and she always tried to explain them to her. It had made Faye cynical at an early age, which Alix sometimes regretted, but she dealt in the real world, and her daughter was a very bright girl. “So where are you off to now?”


“I’m leaving for India tonight. It’s a business story, so you can’t complain about this one being dangerous. I’m covering a high-tech scandal, and a big-deal tycoon going to jail. Fascinating, and tame.”


“I figured you’d be covering the earthquake in Afghanistan,” Faye said with an edge to her voice. “I’m sure they’ll send you to some war zone soon.”


“That’s not all I do,” Alix reminded her.


“You do enough of it. You lied to me, you told me last year that you were going to stop doing stories like that. You’ve been in five war zones since then.” Faye always kept track, much to her mother’s chagrin, and she was right.


“I have to go where they send me, Faye. It’s part of the job.”


“Why couldn’t you be something normal, like a teacher or a nurse, or a weather girl on TV?”


“My legs aren’t good enough to be a weather girl, and I don’t wear miniskirts.”


“Don’t be so sexist, Mom,” Faye complained.


“Sorry. I don’t want to report on the heat in Atlanta, or the snow in Vermont, or tropical storms in the Caribbean. I’d die of boredom.”


“So you play commando. You’re going to get killed one of these days, Mom.” There was silence for a moment, and Alix didn’t know what to say. She could be right. It was how her own father had died.


“What’s new at school?” Alix changed the subject to distract her, which didn’t always work.


“Nothing much. I got a C in chemistry.” But she got As and Bs in everything else, so Alix wasn’t worried about her grades. She had been an outstanding student all her life. “I talked to Mamie yesterday. She said for you to call her sometime.”


“I keep meaning to, but I haven’t had time,” Alix said, feeling guilty. She didn’t call her mother often enough. Isabelle was gracious enough not to complain, and Faye called her frequently, which helped. “She’s going to Florence and Rome on some kind of art tour. She wanted me to come too, but I can’t.” They talked until Ben reappeared with the coffee and pointed to his watch. They had to leave in a few minutes, and Alix nodded.


“I’ll call you from New Delhi,” Alix promised, and meant it, although they both knew it might not happen if things got too busy there. “I’ll be back in a few days.”


“Before you head out to somewhere else. Try to stay out of trouble, Mom. I love you.” She said it with feeling, and tears filled Alix’s eyes for a minute. It hadn’t been an easy road for them, but they had come through it and loved each other, and Alix knew that Faye was proud of her.


“I love you too, sweetheart. Take care of yourself.” They hung up then, and she took a long swig of the hot coffee and smiled at Ben.


“How is she?” he asked, with interest. He knew how much Alix loved her daughter and worried about her too.


“A C in chemistry, but other than that fine.” He smiled in response. He had no room for family, since traveling the globe for the network wasn’t conducive to lasting relationships, or even temporary ones. His love life was hit and miss, and consisted mostly of pretty women he met but never got a chance to date, or one-night stands. There just wasn’t the time or opportunity for much else. It suited him most of the time. He had never had the urge to remarry, nor had Alix. She always said that marriage wasn’t on her list of goals, for the same reason, and she was leery of getting involved with men who would complain about her work or try to convince her to change her career. Giving up her job, even with the risks, was a sacrifice she wasn’t willing to make for any man. And she knew from experience no one wanted a girlfriend or a wife who was dancing around land mines in Iraq, or riding in a tank up a mountainside in Afghanistan to meet with terrorists. And Faye wasn’t wrong, one of these days she might get killed. So she made do and for now, the occasional chance encounter, her work, and her daughter were enough to satisfy her.


Losing her own father to a bomb at an early age had marked Alix more than she realized. She was afraid to get too close to any man, for fear she would lose him, or herself. Her job kept her from leading a normal life and didn’t challenge her childhood scars unduly. The death of Faye’s father shortly after her birth had reinforced Alix’s fears of losing someone she loved. The only two people Alix allowed herself to love and be close to were her mother and her daughter. There was no room for a serious man in all that. Ben suffered from the same thing, for different reasons but with the same effect. Being a Navy SEAL had suited him perfectly, and this was a close second. In some form or other, he needed to challenge himself and take risks every day. It was a habit for him by now, after the SEALs. And with Alix, as her cameraman, he could count on facing danger constantly. Ben always said that in some ways what they did was like playing Russian roulette. Neither of them was afraid of dying.


“Ready to roll?” he asked her easily, she picked up her bag and wheeled her suitcase out of the office, while he carried his own, with his camera equipment in a heavy bag over his shoulder. They were used to traveling as unencumbered as possible. They left the office and went downstairs to find the town car waiting for them to take them to the airport. Despite his initial reluctance, they were both happy to be on the road again. Ben looked pleased to be heading out with her. This was what they were good at. And in Ben’s eyes, Alix was the best.


“I don’t think I could live any other way anymore,” she said honestly, as they pulled away from the curb into New York traffic. “I don’t know what people do who stay home all the time and have the same routine every night.”


“It’s called having normalcy,” he said in a quiet voice, thinking about it. Something he knew he’d never have, and didn’t want.


“I don’t think I’d be good at it,” Alix said thoughtfully.


“Probably not,” Ben agreed with her. The way they had both lived for years was all they knew and all they wanted, and what they were best at. And if they died in battle, they were willing to accept it. It was what they had signed on for, with full knowledge of the risks they took. She smiled at him, as the driver wove through the crowded streets and they headed for the airport. They were like two birds who had been freed from their cage and were heading for open skies again, and it felt great to both of them.
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