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ONE


The somber group of men sat in a large room that rested far belowground, accessed by only a single, high-speed elevator. The chamber had been secretly built during the early 1960s under the guise of renovating the private building that squatted over it. The original plan, of course, was to use this “super-bunker” as a refuge during a nuclear attack. This facility was not for the top leaders of American government, it was for those whose level of relative “unimportance” dictated that they probably wouldn’t be able to get out in time but who still rated protection afforded no ordinary citizen. Politically, even in the context of total destruction, there must be order.


The bunker was built at a time when people believed it possible to survive a direct nuclear hit by burrowing into the earth inside a steel cocoon. After the holocaust that would annihilate the rest of the country, leaders would emerge from the rubble with absolutely nothing left to lead, unless you counted vapor.


The original, aboveground building had been leveled long ago, but the subterranean room remained under what was now a small strip mall that had been vacant for years. Forgotten by virtually all, the chamber was now used as a meeting place for certain people in the country’s primary intelligence-gathering agency. There was some risk involved, since the meetings were not related to the men’s official duties. The matters discussed at these gatherings were illegal, and tonight even murderous. Thus additional precautions had been necessary.


The super-thick steel walls had been supplemented by a copper coating. That measure, along with tons of dirt overhead, protected against prying electronic ears lurking in space and elsewhere. These men didn’t particularly like coming to this underground room. It was inconvenient, and ironically, it seemed a little too James Bondish even for their admittedly cloak-and-dagger tastes. However, the truth was the earth was now encircled with so much advanced surveillance technology that virtually no conversation taking place on its surface was safe from interception. One had to dig into the dirt to escape his enemies, and if there was a place where people could meet with reasonable confidence that their conversations would not be overheard even in their world of ultrasophisticated peekaboo, this was it.


The gray-headed people present at the meeting were all white males, and most were nearing their agency’s mandatory retirement age of sixty. Dressed quietly and professionally, they could have been doctors, lawyers or investment bankers. One would probably not remember any of the group a day after seeing them. This anonymity was their stock-in-trade. These sorts of people lived and died, sometimes violently, over such details.


Collectively, this cabal possessed thousands of secrets that could never be known by the general public because the public would certainly condemn rather than applaud the actions giving rise to these secrets. However, America often demanded results – economic, political, social and otherwise – that could be obtained only by smashing certain parts of the world to a bloody pulp. It was the job of these men to figure out how to do so in a clandestine manner that would not reflect poorly on the United States, yet would still keep the country safe from the pesky, international terrorists and other foreigners unhappy with these global developments.


The purpose of tonight’s gathering was to plot the killing of Faith Lockhart. Technically, the CIA was prohibited by presidential executive order from engaging in assassination. However, these men, though employed by the Agency, were not representing the CIA tonight. This was their private agenda, and there was little disagreement that the woman had to die, and soon; it was critical for the well-being of the country. These men knew this, even if American presidents did not. However, because of another life that was involved, the meeting had become acrimonious, the group resembling a cadre of posturing members fighting on Capitol Hill over billion-dollar slices of pork.


“What you’re saying, then,” one of the white-haired men said as he poked the smoke-filled air with a slender finger, “is that along with Lockhart we have to kill a federal agent.” This man shook his head incredulously. “Why kill one of our own? It can only lead to disaster.”


The gentleman at the head of the table nodded thoughtfully. Robert Thornhill was the CIA’s most distinguished Cold War soldier, a man whose status at the Agency was unique. His reputation was unassailable, his compilation of professional victories unmatched. As associate deputy director of Operations, he was the Agency’s ultimate free safety. The DDO, or deputy director of operations, was responsible for running the field operations that undertook the secret collection of foreign intelligence. The operations directorate of the CIA was also unofficially known as the “spy shop,” and the deputy director was still not even publicly identified. It was the perfect place to get meaningful work done.


Thornhill had organized this select group, who were as upset as he about the state of affairs at the CIA. It was he who had remembered that this bloated underground time capsule existed. And it was Thornhill who had found the money to secretly bring the chamber back to working condition and upgrade its facilities. There were thousands of little taxpayer-funded toys like that sprinkled around the country, many of them gone to complete waste. Thornhill joked to himself, Well, if governments didn’t waste their citizens’ hard-earned money, then what would be left for governments to do?


Even now, as he ran his hand over the stainless steel console with its quaint built-in ashtrays, sniffed the filtered air and felt the protective coolness of the earth all around, Thornhill’s mind wandered back for a moment to the Cold War period. At least there was a measure of certainty with the hammer and sickle. In truth, Thornhill would take the lumbering Russian bull over the agile sand snake that you never knew was out there until it flung its venom into you. There were many who wanted nothing more in life than to topple the United States. It was his job to ensure that never happened.


Gazing around the table, Thornhill gauged each man’s devotion to his country and was satisfied. He had wanted to serve America for as long as he could remember. His father had been with the OSS, the World War II-era predecessor to the CIA. He had known little of what his father did at the time, but the man had instilled in his son the philosophy that there was no greater thing to do with one’s life than to serve one’s country. Thornhill had joined the Agency right out of Yale. Right up until the day he died, his father had been proud of his son. But no prouder than the son had been of the old man.


Thornhill’s hair was a shining silver, which lent him a distinguished air. His eyes were gray and active, the angle of his chin blunt. His voice was deep, cultured; technical jargon and the poetry of Longfellow flowed from his mouth with equal ease. The man still wore three-piece suits and favored pipe smoking over cigarettes. The fifty-eight-year-old Thornhill could have quietly finished out his time at the CIA and led the pleasant life of a former public servant, well traveled, erudite. He had no thought of going out quietly, and the reason was very clear.


For the last ten years, the CIA’s responsibilities and budgets had been decimated. It was a disastrous development, for the firestorms that were popping up across the world now often involved fanatical minds accountable to no political body and possessing the capability to obtain weapons of mass destruction. And while just about everyone thought high-tech was the answer for all the ills of the world, the best satellites in the world couldn’t stroll down alleys in Baghdad, Seoul or Belgrade and take the emotional temperature of the people there. Computers in space could never capture what people were thinking, what devilish thoughts were lurking in their hearts. Thornhill would always choose a smart field operative willing to risk his or her life over the best hardware money could buy.


Thornhill had just such a small group of skilled operatives within the CIA, completely loyal to him and his private agenda. They had all worked hard to regain for the Agency its former prominence. Now Thornhill finally had the vehicle to do that. He would very soon have under his thumb powerful congressmen, senators, even the vice president himself, and enough high-ranking bureaucrats to choke an independent counsel. Thornhill would see his budgets revive, his manpower skyrocket, his agency’s scope of responsibility in the world return to its rightful place.


The strategy had worked for J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI. It was no coincidence, Thornhill believed, that the Bureau’s budget and influence had flourished under the late director and his allegedly “secret” files on powerful politicians. If there was one organization in the world that Robert Thornhill hated with all his soul, it was the FBI. But he would use whatever tactics he could to bring his agency back to the forefront, even if it meant stealing a page from his most bitter foe. Well, watch me do you one better, Ed.


Thornhill focused again on the men clustered around him. “Not having to kill one of our own would, of course, be ideal,” he said. “However, the fact is, the FBI have her under ’round-the-clock stealth security. The only time she’s truly vulnerable is when she goes to the cottage. They may place her in Witness Protection without warning, so we have to hit them at the cottage.”


Another man spoke up. “Okay, we kill Lockhart, but let the FBI agent live, for God’s sake, Bob.”


Thornhill shook his head. “The risk is too great. I know that killing a fellow agent is deplorable. But to shirk our duty now would be a catastrophic mistake. You know what we’ve invested in this operation. We cannot fail.”


“Dammit, Bob,” the first man to protest said, “do you know what will happen if the FBI learns we took out one of their people?”


“If we can’t keep a secret like that, we have no business doing what we do,” Thornhill snapped. “This is not the first time lives have been sacrificed.”


Another member of the group leaned forward in his chair. He was the youngest of them. He had, however, earned the respect of the group with his intelligence and his ability to exercise extreme, focused ruthlessness.


“We’ve only really looked at the scenario of killing Lockhart to forestall the FBI’s investigation into Buchanan. Why not appeal to the FBI director and have him order his team to give up the investigation? Then no one has to die.”


Thornhill gave his younger colleague a disappointed look. “And how would you propose going about explaining to the FBI director why we wish him to do so?”


“How about some semblance of the truth?” the younger man said. “Even in the intelligence business there’s sometimes room for that, isn’t there?”


Thornhill smiled warmly. “So I should say to the FBI director – who, by the way, would love to see us all permanently interred in a museum – that we wish him to call off his potentially blockbuster investigation so that the CIA can use illegal means to trump his agency. Brilliant. Why didn’t I think of that? And where would you like to serve your prison term?”


“For chrissakes, Bob, we work with the FBI now. This isn’t 1960 anymore. Don’t forget about CTC.”


CTC stood for the Counter Terrorism Center, a cooperative effort between the CIA and the FBI to fight terrorism by sharing intelligence and resources. It had been generally deemed a success by those involved. To Thornhill, it was simply another way for the FBI to stick its greedy fingers into his business.


“I happen to be involved in CTC in a modest way,” Thornhill said. “I find it an ideal perch on which to keep tabs on the Bureau and what they’re up to, which is usually no good, as far as we’re concerned.”


“Come on, we’re all on the same team, Bob.” Thornhill’s eyes focused on the younger man in such a way that everyone in the room froze. “I request that you never say those words in my presence again,” Thornhill said.


The man paled and sat back in his chair.


Thornhill clenched his pipe between his teeth. “Would you like me to give you concrete examples of the FBI taking the credit, the glory for work done by our agency? For the blood spilled by our field agents? For the countless times we’ve saved the world from annihilation? How they manipulate investigations in order to crush everyone else, to beef up their already bloated budget? Would you like me to give you instances in my thirty-six-year career where the FBI did all it could to discredit our mission, our people? Would you?” The man slowly shook his head as Thornhill’s gaze bored into him. “I don’t give a damn if the FBI director himself came down here and kissed my shoes and swore his undying allegiance to me – I will not be swayed. Ever! Have I made my position clear?”


“I understand.” As he said this, the younger man managed not to shake his head in bewilderment. Everyone in this room other than Robert Thornhill knew that the FBI and CIA actually got along well. Though they could be ham-handed at times in joint investigations because they had more resources than anyone else, the FBI was not on a witch hunt to bring down the Agency. But the men in this room also understood quite clearly that Robert Thornhill believed the FBI was their worst enemy. And they also knew that Thornhill had, decades ago, orchestrated a number of Agency-authorized assassinations with cunning and zeal. Why cross such a man?


Another colleague said, “But if we kill the agent, don’t you think the FBI will go on a crusade to find out the truth? They have the resources to scorch the earth. No matter how good we are, we can’t match their strength. Then where are we?”


Some grumbling rose from the others. Thornhill looked around warily. The collection of men here represented an uneasy alliance. They were paranoid, inscrutable fellows long used to keeping their own counsel. It had truly been a miracle to forge them together in the first place.


“The FBI will do everything they can to solve the murder of one of their agents and the chief witness to one of their most ambitious investigations ever. So what I would propose doing is to give them the solution we desire them to have.” They looked curiously at him. He sipped water from his glass and then took a minute to prime his pipe.


“After years of helping Buchanan run his operation, Faith Lockhart’s conscience or good sense or paranoia got the better of her. She went to the FBI and has now begun telling them everything she knows. Through a little foresight on my part, we were able to discover this development. Buchanan, however, is completely unaware that his partner has turned against him. He also doesn’t know that we intend to kill her. Only we know.” Thornhill inwardly congratulated himself for this last remark. It felt good, omniscience; it was the business he was in, after all.


“The FBI, however, may suspect that he does know about her betrayal or may find out at some point. Thus, to the outside observer, no one in the world has greater motivation to kill Faith Lockhart than Danny Buchanan.”


“And your point?” the questioner persisted.


“My point,” said Thornhill tersely, “is quite simple. Instead of allowing Buchanan to disappear, we tip off the FBI that he and his clients discovered Lockhart’s duplicity and had her and the agent murdered.”


“But once they get hold of Buchanan, he’ll tell them everything,” the man quickly responded.


Thornhill looked at him as a disappointed teacher to pupil. Over the last year, Buchanan had given them everything they needed; he was now officially expendable.


The truth slowly dawned on the group. “So we tip the FBI about Buchanan posthumously. Three deaths. Correction, three murders,” another man said.


Thornhill looked around the room, silently gauging the reaction of the others to this exchange, to his plan. Despite their protestations about killing an FBI agent he knew that three deaths meant nothing to these men. They were from the old school, which quite clearly understood that sacrifices of that nature were sometimes necessary. Certainly what they did for a living sometimes cost people their lives; however, their operations had also avoided open war. Kill three to save three million, who could possibly argue with that? Even if the victims were relatively innocent. Every soldier who ever died in battle was innocent too. Covert action, quaintly referred to as the “third option” in intelligence circles, the one between diplomacy and open war, was where the CIA could really prove its worth, Thornhill believed. Although it was also at the heart of some of the Agency’s worst disasters. Well, without risk there was never the possibility for glory. That epitaph could be put on his tombstone.


No formal vote was taken by Thornhill; none was needed.


“Thank you, gentlemen,” Thornhill said. “I’ll take care of everything.” He adjourned the meeting.














TWO


The small, wood-shingled cottage stood alone at the end of a short, hard-packed gravel road, its dirt shoulders laced with the tangled sprawl of dandelion, curly dock and chickweed. The ram-shackle structure rested on an acre of cleared flat land, but was surrounded on three sides by woods where each tree struggled to find sunlight at the expense of its neighbor. Because of wetlands and other development problems, the eighty-year-old home had never had any neighbors. The nearest community was about three miles away by car, but less than half that distance if one had the backbone to challenge the dense woods.


For much of the last twenty years the rustic cottage had been used for impromptu teen parties, and on occasion by the wandering homeless looking for the comfort and relative safety of four walls and a roof, however porous. The cottage’s discouraged current owner, who had recently inherited the beast, had finally opted to rent it out. He had found a willing tenant who had paid the full year’s rent in advance, in cash.


Tonight the calf-high grass in the front yard was pushed low and then straightened in the face of a strengthening wind. Behind the house a line of thick oaks seemed to mimic the movements of the grass as they swayed back and forth. It hardly seemed possible, yet except for the wind, there were no other sounds.


Save one.


In the woods, several hundred yards directly behind the house, a pair of feet splashed through a shallow creek bed. The man’s dirty trousers and soaked boots attested to the difficulty with which he had navigated the congested terrain in the dark, even with the aid of a three-quarters-full moon. He paused to scrape his muddy boots against the trunk of a fallen tree.


Lee Adams was both sweaty and chilled after the punishing trek. At forty-one years of age, his six-foot-two body was exceptionally strong. He worked out regularly, and his biceps and delts showed it. Keeping in reasonably good shape was a necessity in his line of work. While he was often required to sit in a car for days on end, or in a library or courthouse reviewing microfiche records, he also, on occasion, had to climb trees, subdue men even larger than he was or, like now, slog through gully-filled woods in the dead of night. A little extra muscle never hurt. However, he wasn’t twenty anymore either, and his body was letting him know it.


Lee had thick, wavy brown hair that seemed perpetually in his face, a quick, infectious smile, pronounced cheekbones and an engaging set of blue eyes that had caused female hearts spontaneously to flutter from fifth grade onward. He had suffered enough broken bones during his career, though, and other assorted injuries, that his body felt far older than it looked. And that’s what hit him every morning when he rose. The creaks, the little pains. Cancerous tumor or merely arthritis? he sometimes wondered. What the hell did it really matter? When God punched your ticket, He did so with authority. A good diet and messing around with weights or pitter-pattering on the treadmill wasn’t going to change the Man’s decision to pull your string.


Lee looked up ahead. He couldn’t see the cottage just yet; the forest clutter was too thick. He fussed with the controls of the camera he had pulled from his knapsack while he took a series of replenishing breaths. Lee had made this same trek several times before but had never gone inside the cottage. He had seen things, though – peculiar things. That’s why he was back. It was time to learn the secret of this place.


His wind having returned, Lee trudged on, his only companions the scurrying wildlife. Deer, rabbit, squirrel and even beaver were plentiful in this still-rural part of northern Virginia. As he walked along, Lee listened to the flit of flying creatures. All he could envision were rabid, foaming bats blindly cleaving the air around his head. And it seemed that every few steps he would run straight into a twister of mosquitoes. Though he had been paid a large amount of cash up front, he was seriously considering increasing his daily fee on this one.


When he approached the edge of the woods, Lee stopped. He had a great deal of experience spying on the haunts of people and their activities. Slow and methodical was the best way, like a pilot’s checklist. You just had to hope nothing happened to make you improvise.


Lee’s bent nose was a permanent badge of honor from his time as an amateur boxer in the Navy, where he had taken out his youthful aggression in a square of roped canvas against an opponent of like weight and ability. A pair of stout gloves, quick hands and nimble feet, cagey mind and a strong heart had constituted his arsenal of weapons. The majority of the time, they had been enough for victory.


After his military stint, things had worked out mostly okay for him. Never rich, never actually poor despite being mostly self-employed over the years, usually free; never quite alone, though he had been divorced for almost fifteen years. The only good thing from that marriage had just turned twenty. His daughter was tall, blond and brainy, as well as the proud bearer of a full academic scholarship to the University of Virginia and a star on the women’s soccer team. And for the last ten years, Renee Adams had no interest whatsoever in having anything to do with her old man. A decision that had her mother’s full blessing, if not her insistence, Lee well knew. And his ex had seemed so kind on those first few dates, so infatuated with his Navy uniform, so enthusiastic in tearing up his bed.


His ex-wife, a former stripper named Trish Bardoe, had married on the rebound a fellow by the name of Eddie Stipowicz, an unemployed engineer with a drinking problem. Lee thought she was heading for disaster and had tried to get custody of Renee on the grounds that her mom and stepfather could not provide for her. Well, about that time, Eddie, a sneaky runt Lee despised, invented, mostly by accident, some microchip piece of crap that had made him a gazillionaire. Lee’s custody battle had lost its juice after that. To add insult to injury, there had been stories on Eddie in the Wall Street Journal, Time, Newsweek and a number of other publications. He was famous. Their house had even been featured in Architectural Digest.


Lee had gotten that issue of the Digest. Trish’s new home was grossly huge, mostly crimson red or eggplant so dark it made Lee think of the inside of a coffin. The windows were cathedral-size, the furniture large enough to become lost in and there were enough wood moldings, paneling and staircases to heat a typical midwestern town for an entire year. There were also stone fountains sculpted with naked people. What a kicker! A photo of the happy couple was included in the spread. In Lee’s opinion they might as well have captioned it “The Nerd and the Bombshell strike it rich in poor taste.”


One photo had captured Lee’s complete attention, however. Renee had been poised on the most magnificent stallion Lee had ever seen, on a field of grass that was so green and perfectly trimmed that it looked like a pond of sea glass. Lee had carefully cut that photo out and put it away in a safe spot – his family album of sorts. The article, of course, made no mention of him; no reason that it should. The one thing that had ticked him off, though, was the reference to Renee as Ed’s daughter.


“Stepdaughter,” Lee had said out loud when he read that line. “Stepdaughter. That one you can’t take away, Trish.” Most of the time he felt no envy for the wealth his ex-wife now had, for it meant that his daughter would never want. But it still hurt.


When you had something for all those years, something you had made with a part of yourself, and loved more than it was probably good to love anything, and then lost it – well, Lee tried never to dwell for long on that loss. Big tough guy that he was, when he did let himself think about the massive hole dead center in his chest, he ended up blubbering like a baby.


Life was so funny sometimes. Funny like when you get a clean bill of health one day and drop dead the next.


Lee looked down at his muddy pants and worked a painful cramp out of his weary leg at the same time he swatted a mosquito out of his eye. Hotel-size house. Servants. Fountains. Big horses. Sleek private jet. . . . Probably all a real pain in the ass.


Lee hugged the camera to his chest. It was loaded with 400-speed film that Lee was “turbocharging” by setting the camera’s ISO speed to 1600. Fast film required less light, and with the shutter opening for shorter periods of time, there was far less likelihood that camera wobble or vibration would distort any photos. He slipped on a 600mm telephoto lens and flipped down the lens’ attached tripod.


Peering between the branches of a wild dogwood, Lee focused on the rear of the cottage. Scattered clouds drifted past the moon and deepened the darkness around him. He took a series of shots and then put the camera away.


As he stared at the house, the problem was he couldn’t tell from here if the place was occupied or not. It was true he couldn’t see a light on, but the place might have an interior room not visible from here. Added to that, he couldn’t see the front of the house, and there might be a car parked there, for all he knew. He had observed the traffic and foot patterns on his other trips here. There hadn’t been much to see. Few cars came down this road, and no walkers or joggers did. All the cars he had seen had turned around, obviously having made a wrong turn. All, that is, except one.


He glanced up at the sky. The wind had died down. Lee roughly calculated that the clouds would obscure the moonlight for a few minutes more. He slung the pack across his back, tensed for a moment, as though marshaling all of his energy, and then slid out of the woods.


Lee glided noiselessly until he reached a spot where he could squat behind a copse of overgrown bushes and still observe the front and back of the house. While he watched the house, the shades of darkness grew lighter as the moon reappeared. It seemed to be lazily watching him, curious as to what he was doing here.


Though isolated, the cottage was only a forty-minute drive from downtown D.C. That made it very convenient for any number of things. Lee had made inquiries about the owner and found him to be squeaky clean. The renter, however, had been a little tougher to pin down.


Lee pulled out a device that looked like a cassette recorder but was actually a battery-powered lock-pick gun, along with a zippered case, which he opened. He felt the different lock picks inside, then selected the one he wanted. Using an Allen wrench, he secured the pick into the machine. Lee’s fingers moved quickly, confidently, even as another bank of cloud passed over, deepening the darkness once more. Lee had done this so many times that he could have closed his eyes and his fingers would carry on, manipulating his tools of felony with enviable precision.


Lee had already checked out the locks on the cottage with his spotting scope during daylight. That had also disturbed him. Deadbolt locks on all the exterior doors. Sash locks on both the first- and second-story windows. All the hardware looked new too. On a falling-down rental in the middle of nowhere.


Despite the cool weather, a bead of nervous sweat surfaced on Lee’s forehead as he thought about this. He touched the 9mm in his belt clip holster; the metal was comforting. He took a moment to put the single-action pistol in a cocked-and-locked position – a round in the firing chamber, the hammer cocked and the safety set.


The cottage also had a security system. That had been a real stunner. If he was smart, Lee would pack his tools of criminality and go home, reporting failure to his employer. However, he took pride in his work. He would see it through at least until something happened to make him change his mind. And Lee could run very fast when he needed to.


Getting into the house wouldn’t be all that difficult, particularly since Lee had the pass-code. He’d managed to get it the third time he’d been there, when the two people had come to the cottage. He had already confirmed the place was wired, so he had come prepared. He had beat the couple here and waited while they did whatever they were doing inside. When they had come out, the woman had entered the pass-code to arm the system. Lee, hiding in the same copse he was in now, just happened to have a bit of electronic wizardry that snatched that code right out of the air like a fly ball neatly falling into a glove. All electrical current produces a magnetic field, like a little transmitter. When the tall woman had punched in the numbers, the security system had thrown off a discrete signal for each digit, right into Lee’s electronic mitt.


Lee checked the cloud cover once more, slapped on a pair of latex gloves with reinforced fingertip and palm pads, readied his flashlight and took another deep breath. A minute later he moved out from the cover of the bushes and made it quietly to the back door. He slipped off his muddy boots and set them next to the door. He didn’t want to leave traces of his visit. Good private investigators were invisible. Lee held the light under his arm while he inserted the pick in the door lock and activated the device.


He used the pick gun partly for speed and partly because he didn’t crack enough locks to be that proficient at it. A pick and tension tool required constant use to allow the fingers the level of sensitivity required to detect the proximity of the shear line, the subtle descent of the tension tool as the lock’s tumblers began to do their little jig. Using a pick and tension tool, an experienced locksmith could pick the lock faster than Lee could with his pick gun. It was a true art and Lee knew his limitations. Soon, he felt the dead bolt sliding back.


When he eased open the door, the silence was broken by the low beeping sound of the security system. He quickly found the control pad, punched in six numbers and the beeping sound immediately stopped. As Lee closed the door softly behind him, he knew he was now a felon.


The man lowered his rifle and the red dot emanating from the weapon’s laser scope disappeared from the wide back of an unsuspecting Lee Adams. The man holding the rifle was Leonid Serov, a former KGB officer specializing in assassination. Serov had found himself without gainful employment after the breakup of the Soviet Union. However, his ability to efficiently kill human beings was much in demand in the “civilized” world. Fairly well pampered as a communist for many years, with his own apartment and car, Serov had grown wealthy literally overnight as a capitalist. If he had only known.


Serov didn’t know Lee Adams and had no idea why he was here. He had not noticed him until Lee had made his break for the bushes near the house, because Lee had come through the woods on the side farthest from the Russian. The sounds of his presence, Serov correctly surmised, had been covered by the wind.


Serov checked his watch. They would be coming soon. He inspected the elongated suppressor attached to the rifle. He rubbed its long snout gently, like a favorite pet, as though bestowing the notion of infallibility on to the polished metal. The rifle’s stock was a special composite of Kevlar, fiberglass and graphite that provided remarkable stability. And the weapon’s bore was not rifled in the conventional way. Instead it had a rounded rectangular profile, known as polygonal boring, with a right-hand twist. This type of rifling was supposed to increase muzzle velocity by upward of eight percent, and, more important, a ballistics match on a bullet fired from this gun was virtually impossible because there were no lands or grooves in the barrel that would make distinctive markings on the bullet as it exploded from the weapon. Success really was all in the details. Serov had built his entire career on that one philosophy.


The place was so isolated that Serov had mulled over perhaps removing the suppressor and relying on his skill as a marksman, his high-tech scope and his well-conceived exit plan. His confidence was justified, he believed. Just like the tree falling, when you kill someone in the middle of nowhere, who can hear him die? And he had known some suppressors to greatly distort the flight path of a bullet, with the unacceptable result that no one had died, except for the would-be assassin once his client had learned of the failure. Still, Serov had personally supervised this device’s construction and was confident it would perform as designed.


The Russian shifted quietly, working out a cramp in his shoulder. He had been here since nightfall but was used to lengthy vigils. He never tired during these assignments. He took life seriously enough that preparing to extinguish another’s kept his adrenaline high. With risk always came invigoration, it seemed. Whether you were mountain climbing or contemplating murder, it ironically made you feel more alive to have the possibility of death so close.


His escape route through the woods would take him to a quiet road where a car would be waiting to whisk him to nearby Dulles Airport. He would go on to other assignments, other places probably far more exotic than this. However, for his particular purpose, this setting had its virtues.


Killing someone in the city was the most difficult. Setting up where you would shoot, pulling the trigger and then escaping, all were vastly complicated by the fact that witnesses and the police were only a few anxious steps away in any direction. Give him the country, the isolation of the rural life, the cover of trees, the separation of homes, and like a tiger in a cattle pen he would kill with numbing efficiency every day of the week.


Serov sat on a stump a few feet from the tree line and only about thirty yards from the house. Despite the thickness of the woods, this spot allowed a clear field of fire: A bullet only needed an inch or so of free space. The man and woman, he had been told, would enter the house from the rear door. Only they would never make it that far. Whatever the laser touched, the bullet would destroy. He was confident he could hit a lightning bug from twice the distance he was confronted with here.


Things were set up so perfectly that Serov’s instincts told him to be on high alert. Now he had an excellent reason not to fall into that trap: the man in the house. He was not the police. Law enforcement types didn’t slink through the bushes and break into people’s homes. Since he had not been made aware beforehand of the man’s presence tonight, he concluded that the man was not on his side. However, Serov did not like to deviate from an established plan. He decided that if the man remained in the house after the bodies fell, he would follow through on his original plan and escape through the woods. If the man interfered in any way or came outside after the shots were fired – well, Serov had plenty of ammo, and the result would be three bodies instead of two.














THREE


Daniel Buchanan sat in his darkened office and sipped black coffee of such strength that he could almost feel his pulse rise with each swallow. After another long day of trying to convince legislators that his causes were worthy of their attention, the level of exhaustion was intense, and enormous amounts of caffeine were increasingly becoming the only remedy. A full night of sleep was not typically an option. A catnap here or there, closing his eyes while being driven around to the next meeting, the next flight, occasionally blanking out during an interminably long congressional hearing, even an hour or two in his bed at home – that was his official rest. Otherwise, he was working the Hill in all its near-mystical facets.


Sitting in the chambers of various congressmen, Buchanan would hear the voting buzzer go off and watch the TV every member had in his or her office. The monitor gave them the current bill up for vote, the tally for and against and the time they had left to scurry like ants to the floor and cast their ballot. With about five minutes remaining on a vote, Buchanan would conclude his meeting and hurry down the corridors looking for other members he needed to talk to, the Whip Wind-up Report clutched in his hand. It gave the daily voting schedules, which helped Buchanan determine where certain members might be – critical information when you were tracking dozens of moving targets who probably didn’t want to talk to you.


Today Buchanan had managed to grab the ear of an important senator by riding the private underground subway to the Capitol for a floor vote. Buchanan left the man feeling fairly confident of help. He wasn’t one of Buchanan’s “special” people, but Buchanan was aware that you never knew where help could come from. He didn’t care that his clients weren’t popular or that they lacked a constituency that would hook a member’s attention. He would just keep hammering away. The cause was a virtuous one; the means were therefore susceptible to a lower standard of conduct.


Buchanan’s office was sparsely furnished and lacked many of the normal accoutrements of a busy lobbyist. Danny, as he liked to be called, kept no computer, no diskettes, no files, no records of anything of importance here. Paper files could be stolen, computers could be hacked into. Telephone conversations were bugged all the time. Spies were listening with everything from drinking glasses pressed to walls, to the latest gadgets that a year before hadn’t even been invented but that could suck up streams of valuable information right out of the air. A typical organization bled confidential information the way a torpedoed ship shed its sailors. And Buchanan had a lot to hide.


For over two decades Buchanan had been the top influence peddler of them all. In some important ways he had laid the groundwork for lobbying in Washington. It had evolved from highly paid lawyers dozing at congressional hearings to a world of numbing complexity where the stakes couldn’t possibly be higher. As a Capitol Hill hired gun, he had successfully represented environmental polluters in battles with the EPA, allowing them to spread death to an unsuspecting public; he had been the lead political strategist for pharmaceutical giants who had killed moms and their kids; next a passionate advocate for gun makers who didn’t care if their weapons were safe; then a behind-the-scenes player for automobile manufacturers who would rather fight than admit they were wrong on safety issues; and finally, in the mother of all cash cows, he had spearheaded the efforts of tobacco companies in bloody wars with everyone. Back then Washington could not afford to ignore him or his clients. And Buchanan had earned an enormous fortune.


Many of the strategies he had concocted during that time had become staples of current legislative manipulation. He had had congressmen float bills on the House floor he knew would be defeated, in order to rip away platforms for change later. Buchanan’s clients hated change. He had constantly fought rearguard actions as those who wanted what his clients had nipped at his heels. How many times had he avoided outright political disaster by flooding members’ offices with letters, propaganda, thinly veiled threats to drop financial support. “My client will support you for reelection, Senator, because we know you’ll do right by us. And, by the way, the contribution check is already in your campaign account.” How many times had he said those words.


Ironically, it was the spoils of lobbying for the powerful that had led to a dramatic change in Buchanan’s life over ten years ago. His original plan had been to build his career first and then settle down with a wife and raise a family. Deciding to see the world before he took on the responsibilities of marriage and family, Buchanan had driven through western Africa in a sixty-thousand-dollar Range Rover on a photography safari. In addition to the beautiful animals, he had seen squalor and human suffering of unmatched depth. On another trip, to a remote region of the Sudan, he had witnessed a mass burial of children. An epidemic had swept the village earlier, he was told. It was one of the devastating diseases that routinely afflicted the area, killing off the young and elderly. What was the disease? Buchanan had asked. Something like measles, he was told.


Another trip he had watched as billions of American-produced cigarettes were unloaded on Chinese docks, to be consumed by people who already spent their lives wearing masks because of abysmal air pollution. He was witness to birth-control devices that had been banned in the United States being dumped by the hundreds of thousands in South America with one set of instructions written only in English. He had viewed shacks next to skyscrapers in Mexico City, starvation next to crooked capitalists in Russia. Though he had never been able to go there, North Korea, he knew, was a certified gangster state where it was believed that ten percent of the population had starved to death in the last five years. Every country had its schizophrenic story to tell.


After two years of this “pilgrimage,” Buchanan’s passion for marriage, having a family of his own, had evaporated. All the dying children he had seen became his children, his family. Fresh graves would still come by the millions for the young, the old, the starving of the world, but not without a fight that had become his. And he brought to it all that he had, more than he had ever given to the tobacco, chemical and gun behemoths. To this day he recalled in precise detail how this revelation of sorts had come: returning from a trip to South America, an airplane lavatory, him on his knees, his stomach sickened. It was as though he had personally murdered every dying child he had seen on that continent.


With eyes freshly opened, Buchanan started marching to these places to see precisely how he could help. He had personally brought a shipment of food and medicine to one country, only to discover there was no way to transport it to the interior regions. He had watched, helpless, as looters stripped his “care” package clean. Then he started working as an unpaid fund-raiser for humanitarian organizations ranging from CARE to Catholic Relief Services. He had done well, but the dollars amounted to a drip into a bottomless bucket. The numbers were not in their favor; the problem was only getting worse.


That’s when Buchanan turned to his mastery of Washington. He had left the firm he had founded, taking only one person with him: Faith Lockhart. For the last decade his clients, his wards, were the most impoverished countries in the world. In truth, it was difficult for Buchanan to regard them as geopolitical units; he saw them as fragile clusters of devastated people under various flags who had no voice. He had dedicated the remainder of his life to solving the unsolvable problem of the global have-nots.


He had used all of his immense lobbying skills and contacts in Washington, only to find that these new causes paled in popularity to those he had represented before. When he had gone to Capitol Hill as an advocate of the powerful, the politicians had greeted him with smiles, no doubt with visions of campaign contributions and PAC dollars dancing in their heads. Now they gave him nothing. Some members of Congress bragged that they didn’t even have passports, that the United States already spent far too much on foreign aid. Charity starts at home, they had said, and let’s damn well keep it there.


But by far the most common retort was, “Where’s the constituency, Danny? How does feeding the Ethiopians get me reelected in Illinois?” As he was quickly ushered from office after office, he sensed that they all looked at him with pity: Danny Buchanan, perhaps the greatest lobbyist ever, was now muddled, senile. It was so sad. Sure, it was a good cause and all, who can doubt that, but get real. Africa? Starving babies in Latin America? I’ve got my own problems right here.


“Look, if it ain’t trade, troops or oil, Danny, why the hell are you here wasting my time?” one highly regarded senator had told him. That could be the quintessential statement on America foreign policy.


Could they be that blind? Buchanan had asked himself over and over. Or was he the utter fool?


Finally, Buchanan decided he had only one option. It was completely illegal, but a man pushed to the precipice could not afford allegiance to pristine ethics. Using the fortune he had amassed over the years, he had taken to bribing, in very special ways, certain key politicians for their assistance. It had worked wonderfully. The aid to his clients had grown, in so many different ways. Even as his own wealth was dissipated, things were looking up, Buchanan believed. Or at least things were not getting worse; he would count holding of precious, hard-won ground as a success. It had all worked well, until about a year ago.


As if on cue, the knock on his office door startled him from his reverie. The building was closed, supposedly secure, the cleaning crews long since departed. He didn’t get up from his desk. He simply watched as the door swung inward, the silhouette of a tall man framed against the opening. The man’s hand reached out and flicked on the light.


Buchanan squinted as the glare of the overheads hit him. When his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he watched as Robert Thornhill took off his trench coat, smoothed down his jacket and shirt and sat down across from him. The man’s movements were graceful, unhurried, as though he had plopped down for a leisurely drink at his country club.


“How did you get in here?” Buchanan asked sharply. “The building is supposed to be secure.” For some reason Buchanan could sense that others lurked right outside the door.


“And it is, Danny. It is. For most people.”


“I don’t like you coming here, Thornhill.”


“I’m courteous enough to use your given name. I’d appreciate reciprocity on that point. A small thing, to be sure, but at least I’m not demanding that you address me as Mister Thornhill. That’s the norm between master and servant, isn’t it, Danny? You see, I’m not so bad to work for.”


The man’s smug look was designed, Buchanan knew, to drive him to such distraction that he couldn’t think clearly. Instead he leaned back in his chair and settled his hands across his middle.


“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Bob?”


“Your meeting with Senator Milstead.”


“I could easily have met him in town. I’m not sure why you insisted that I go to Pennsylvania.”


“But this way you get one more opportunity to make your pitch for all those starving masses. You see, I do have a heart.”


“Does it even make a dent in whatever you call a conscience that you’re using the plight of millions of men, women and children who consider it a miracle to see the sun rise, to further your own selfish agenda?”


“I’m not paid to have a conscience. I’m paid to protect the interests of this country. Your interests. Besides, if having a conscience were the criteria, there would be no one left in this town. In fact, I applaud your efforts. I have nothing against the poor and helpless. Good for you, Danny!”


“Sorry if I don’t buy that.”


Thornhill smiled. “Every country in the world has people like me. That is, they do if they’re smart. We get the results everybody wants, because most ‘everybody’ lacks the courage to do it himself.”


“So you play God? Interesting line of work.”


“God is conceptual. I deal in facts. Speaking of which, you powered your agenda by illegal means; who are you to deny me the same right?”


In truth, Buchanan had no response to this statement. And Thornhill’s intractably calm demeanor only reinforced the helplessness he felt.


“Any questions about the meeting with Milstead?” Thornhill asked.


“You have enough on Harvey Milstead to put him away for three lives. What are you really after?”


Thornhill chuckled. “I hope you’re not accusing me of having a hidden agenda.”


“You can tell me, Bob, we’re partners.”


“Maybe it’s as simple as wanting you to jump when I snap my fingers.”


“Fine, but a year from now, if you pop up like this, you may not leave under your own power.”


“Threats from a solitary lobbyist to me.” Thornhill sighed. “But not so solitary. You have an army of one. How is Faith? Doing well?”


“Faith is not a part of this. Faith will never be a part of this.”


Thornhill nodded. “You’re the only one in the crosshairs. You and your fine group of felonious politicians. America’s best and brightest.”


Buchanan stared coldly at his antagonist and said nothing.


“Things are coming to a head, Danny. As you said, the show will be coming to a close soon. I hope you’re ready to exit cleanly.”


“When I leave, my trail will be so clean, not even your spy satellites will be able to pick it up.”


“Confidence is inspiring. Yet so often misplaced.”


“Is that all you wanted to tell me? Be prepared to escape? I’ve been ready to do that since the first minute I met you.”


Thornhill stood. “You focus on Senator Milstead. Get us some good, juicy stuff. Get him to talk about the income he’ll have when he retires, the nominal tasks he’ll have to perform as window dressing. The more specific, the better.”


“It heartens me to see you enjoying this so much. Probably a lot more fun than the Bay of Pigs.”


“Before my time.”


“Well, I’m sure you’ve made your mark in other ways.”


Thornhill bristled for a moment and then his calm returned. “You’d make a fine poker player, Danny. But try to remember that a bluff when one is holding no face cards is still a bluff.” Thornhill put on his trench coat. “Don’t trouble yourself, I can find my way out.”


In the next instant Thornhill was gone. The man appeared and disappeared at will, it seemed. Buchanan leaned back in his chair and let out a quick breath. His hands were trembling and he pressed them hard against the desk until the quivering stopped.


Thornhill had thundered into his life like an exploding torpedo. Buchanan had become, essentially, a lackey, now spying on those he had been bribing for years with his own money, now collecting a wealth of material for this ogre to use as blackmail. And Buchanan was powerless to stop the man.


Ironically, this decline in his material assets and now his work in the service of another had brought Buchanan directly back from whence he had come. He had grown up on the illustrious Philadelphia Main Line. He had lived on one of the most magnificent estates in that area. Stacked fieldstone walls – like thick gray brushstrokes of paint – outlined the grass perimeters of the vast, perfect lawns, on which was situated a sprawling twelve-thousand-square-foot house with broad, covered porches, and a detached quadruple-car garage with an apartment overhead. The house had more bedrooms than a dormitory, and lavish baths with costly tile and the luster of gold on something as commonplace as a faucet.


It was the world of the American blue bloods, where pampered lifestyles and crushing expectations existed side by side. Buchanan had observed this complex universe from an intimate perspective, yet he was not one of its privileged inhabitants. Buchanan’s family had been the chauffeurs and maids and gardeners, the handy-men, nannies and cooks to these blue bloods. Having survived the Canadian border winters, the Buchanans had migrated south, en masse, to a gentler climate, to less demanding work than that required by ax and spade, boat and hook. Up there they had hunted for food and cut wood for warmth, only to watch helplessly as nature mercilessly culled their ranks in a natural process that had made the survivors stronger, their descendants stronger still. And Danny Buchanan was perhaps the strongest of them all.


Young Danny Buchanan had watered the lawn and cleaned the pool, swept and repainted the tennis court, picked the flowers and vegetables and played, in a properly respectful manner, with the children. As he had gotten older, Buchanan had huddled with the younger generation of the spoiled rich, deep in the privacy of the complex flower gardens, smoking, drinking and exploring each other sexually. Buchanan had even acted as pallbearer, weeping sincerely as he bore two of the young and the rich who had wasted their privileged lives, mixing too much whisky with a racing sports car, driving too fast for impaired motor skills. When you lived life that fast, often you died fast as well. Right now Buchanan could see his own end rushing headlong at him.


Buchanan had never felt comfortable in either group – the rich or the poor – since then. The rich he would never be a part of, no matter how much his bank account swelled. He had played with the wealthy heirs, but when mealtime came, they went to the formal dining room while he trudged to the kitchen to break his bread with the other servants. The baby blues had attended Harvard, Yale and Princeton; he had worked his way through night school at an institution his betters would openly mock.


Buchanan’s own family was now equally foreign to him. He sent his relatives money. They sent it back. When he went to visit, he had found they had nothing to talk about. They neither understood nor cared about what he did. However, they made him feel that there was nothing honest about his life’s occupation; he could see that in their tightly drawn faces, their mumbled words. Washington was as foreign as hell itself to all that they believed in. He lied for money, large sums of it. Better he had followed in their tread; honest if simple work. By rising above them, he had fallen far below what they represented: fairness, integrity, character.


The path he had chosen during the last ten years had only deepened this solitary confinement. He had few friends. Nevertheless, he did have millions of strangers across the world who deeply depended on him for something as basic as survival. Even Buchanan had to admit, it was a bizarre existence.


And now, with the coming of Thornhill, Buchanan’s foothold had dropped another rung on the ladder leading to the abyss. Now he could no longer even confide in his one indisputable soul mate, Faith Lockhart. She knew nothing about Thornhill, and she never would know of the man from the CIA; this was all that was keeping her safe. It had cost him his last thread of real human contact.


Danny Buchanan was now truly alone.


He stepped to the window of his office and looked out at majestic monuments known around the world. Some might argue that their beautiful facades were just that: Like the magician’s hand, they were designed to guide the eyes away from the truly important business of this city, transacted usually for the benefit of a select few.


Buchanan had learned that effective, long-term power came essentially from the gentle force of rule of the few over the many, for most people were not political beasts. A delicate balance was called for, the few over the many, gently, civilly; and Buchanan knew that the most perfect example of it in the history of the world existed right here.


Closing his eyes, he let the darkness envelop him, let new energy spill into his body for the fight tomorrow. It promised to be a very long night, however, for in truth, his life had now become one long tunnel to nowhere. If he could only ensure Thornhill’s destruction as well, it would all be worth it. One small crack in the darkness, that would be all Buchanan needed. If only it could be so.














FOUR


The car moved down the highway at precisely the speed limit. The man was driving, the woman next to him. Both sat rigidly, as though one feared a sudden attack from the other.


As a jet, landing gear down, roared over them like a swooping hawk on its way in to Dulles Airport, Faith Lockhart closed her eyes and pretended for a moment that she was on that plane, and instead of landing, it was beginning some far-flung journey. As she slowly opened her eyes, the car took an exit off the highway and they left the unsettling glare of sodium lights behind. They were soon sailing past jagged rows of trees on both sides of the road, the wide, grassy ditches deep and soggy; the dull pulse of flat-looking stars was now their only source of light other than the car’s twin beams stabbing the darkness.


“I don’t understand why Agent Reynolds couldn’t come tonight,” she said.


“The simple answer is, you’re not the only investigation she has going, Faith,” Special Agent Ken Newman replied. “But I’m not exactly a stranger, am I? We’re just going to talk, like the other times. Pretend I’m Brooke Reynolds. We’re all on the same team.”


The car turned on to another, even more isolated road. On this stretch the trees were replaced by denuded fields awaiting the final scrape of the bulldozers. In a year’s time there would be almost as many homes here as there had been trees before, as suburban sprawl continued its push. Now the land simply looked ravaged, naked. And bleak, perhaps because of what was to come. In that regard, the land and Faith Lockhart were as one.


Newman glanced over at her. Although he didn’t like to admit it, he felt uneasy around Faith Lockhart, as though he were seated next to a ball of wired C-4 with no idea when it might explode. He shifted in his seat. His skin was a little raw where the leather of his shoulder holster usually rubbed against his skin. Most people developed a callus at that spot, but his skin just kept blistering and then peeling off. Ironically, he felt that the twinge of pain gave him an edge because he never relaxed; it was a clear warning that if he let down his guard, that small discomfort could become a fatal one. Tonight, however, because he was wearing body armor, the holster wasn’t scraping his skin; the pain and heightened sense of awareness were not nearly as strong.


Faith could feel the blood rush through her ears, all senses elevated, the way they were when you were lying in bed late at night and hearing a strange, troubling sound. When you were a child and that happened, you raced to your parents’ bed and climbed in, to be wrapped up, consoled by loving, understanding arms. Her parents were dead and she was now thirty-six years old. Who was out there for Faith Lockhart?


“And after tonight, it’ll be Agent Reynolds instead of me,” Newman said. “You’re comfortable with her, aren’t you?”


“I’m not sure ‘comfort’ applies to situations like this.”


“Sure it does. It’s very important, in fact. Reynolds is a straight shooter. Believe me, if it weren’t for her, this thing would be going nowhere. You haven’t exactly given us much to go on. But she believes in you. So long as you don’t do anything to destroy that confidence, you have a powerful ally in Brooke Reynolds. She cares about you.”


Faith crossed her legs and folded her arms across her chest. She was about five-five, and her torso was short. Her bosom was flatter than she would have liked, but her legs were long and well shaped. If nothing else, she could always count on her legs to get attention. The defined muscles in her calves and thighs, visible through her sheer stockings, were enough to cause Newman’s gaze to flicker over them several times with what appeared to be mild interest, she noted.


Faith swatted her long auburn hair out of her face and rested her hand on the bridge of her nose. A few white strands of hair floated among the darker. They were not yet noticeable, but that would change with time. In fact, the pressure she was under would undoubtedly accelerate the aging process. Besides her hard work, agile wits and poise, Faith’s good looks, she knew, had helped her career. It was shallow to believe that one’s features made a difference. Yet the truth was they did, particularly when one dealt with an overwhelmingly male audience, as she had for her entire career.


The broad smiles she received when entering a senator’s office were not so much due to her gray matter, she knew, as to the above-the-knee skirts she favored. Sometimes it was as simple as dangling a shoe. She was talking about children dying, families living in sewers in far-off lands, and these men were fixated on toe cleavage. God, testosterone was a man’s greatest weakness and a woman’s most powerful advantage. At least it helped to level a playing field that had always been tilted in favor of the males.


“It’s nice to be so well loved,” said Faith. “But picking me up in an alley. Coming out here in the middle of nowhere in the dead of night. That’s a little much, don’t you think?”


“Your walking into the Washington Field Office just wasn’t an option. You’re the star witness in what could be a very important investigation. This place is safe.”


“You mean it’s perfect for an ambush. How do you know we haven’t been followed?”


“We’ve been followed, all right. By our people. If anyone else had been around, believe me, our people would’ve noticed it before sending us on. We had a tail car until we turned off the highway. There’s nobody back there.”


“So your people are infallible. I wish I had that kind of people working for me. Where do you find them?”


“Look, we know what we’re doing, okay? Relax.” Even as he said this, though, he checked the mirror again.


He glanced at the cell phone lying on the front seat, and Faith could easily read his thoughts. “Suddenly wanting backup?” Newman glanced sharply at her but said nothing. “Okay, so let’s get to the principal terms,” she said. “What do I really get out of all this? We’ve never quite nailed it down.” When Newman still didn’t respond, she studied his profile for a minute, sizing up his nerve. She reached over and touched his arm.


“I took a lot of risk to do what I’m doing,” she said. She felt him tense through his suit jacket where her fingers rested. She kept her fingers there, applied slightly more pressure. Her fingertips could now distinguish the material of his jacket from that of his shirt. As he turned slightly toward her, Faith was able to see the bulletproof vest he was wearing. The saliva in her mouth suddenly evaporated, along with her composure.


Newman glanced at her. “I’ll give it to you straight. What exactly your deal will be, that’s not up to me. So far, you haven’t really given us anything. But play by the rules and everything will be okay. You’ll cut your deal, you’ll give us what we need and pretty soon you’ll have a new identity selling seashells on Fiji, while your partner and his playmates become long-term guests of the government. Don’t revel in it, don’t think too much about it, just try to survive it. Remember, we’re on your side here. We’re the only friends you have.”


Faith sat back, finally drawing her gaze from the body armor. She decided it was time to drop her bombshell. She may as well try it out on Newman instead of Reynolds. In some ways, Reynolds and she had hit it off. Two women in a sea of men. In many subtle ways, the female agent had understood things a man never would have. In other ways, however, they had been like two alley cats circling around fish bones.


“I want to bring in Buchanan. I know I can get him to do it. If we work together, your case will be much stronger.” She said all of this quickly, vastly relieved to have it finally out.


Newman’s face betrayed his astonishment. “Faith, we’re pretty flexible, but we’re not cutting a deal with the guy who, according to you, masterminded this whole thing.”


“You don’t understand all the facts. Why he did it. He’s not the bad person in all this. He’s a good guy.”


“He broke the law. According to you, he corrupted government officials. That’s enough for me.”


“When you understand why he did it, you won’t think that way.”


“Don’t pin your hopes on that strategy, Faith. Don’t do that to yourself.”


“What if I say it’s both or none?”


“Then you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”


“So it’s either me or him?”


“And it shouldn’t be that tough a choice.”


“I’ll just have to talk to Reynolds, then.”


“She’ll tell you the same thing I just did.”


“Don’t be so sure. I can be pretty persuasive. And I also happen to be right.”


“Faith, you have no idea what’s involved here. FBI agents don’t decide who to prosecute. The U.S. Attorney’s Office does. Even if Reynolds sided with you, and I doubt she will, I can tell you there’s no way in hell the lawyers will go along. If they try to take down all these powerful politicos and cut a sweetheart deal with the guy who got them into it in the first place, they’re gonna lose their asses, and then their jobs. This is Washington, these are eight-hundred-pound gorillas we’re dealing with here. There’ll be phones ringing off the hook, a media frenzy, behind-the-scenes deals going a mile a minute, and at the end of the day, we’ll all be toast. Trust me, I’ve been doing this for twenty years. It’s Buchanan or nothing.”


Faith sat back and stared at the sky. For a moment, amid the clouds, she envisioned Danny Buchanan slumped over in a dark, hopeless prison cell. She could never let it come to that. She would have to talk to Reynolds and the attorneys, make them see that Buchanan had to be given immunity too. That was the only way it could work. But Newman sounded so sure of himself. What he had just said made perfect sense. This was Washington. As suddenly as the strike of a match, her confidence completely deserted her. Had she, the consummate lobbyist, who had been tallying political scorecards for God knew how long, failed to account for the political situation here?


“I need a bathroom,” Faith said.


“We’ll be at the cottage in about fifteen minutes.”


“Actually, if you take the next left, there’s a twenty-four-hour gas station about a mile down the road.”


He looked at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”


She looked back with a look of confidence that masked a rising panic. “I like to know what I’m getting into. That includes the people and the geography.”


He didn’t answer, but hung the left, and they were soon at the well-lit Exxon, which had a convenience store component. The highway had to be nearby, despite the isolation of the surroundings, because semis were parked up and down the lot. The Exxon obviously catered to open-road truckers. Men in boots and cowboy hats, Wrangler jeans and wind-breakers, with trucking- and automotive-parts’ logos stenciled across them, strode across the lot. Some patiently filled their rigs with fuel; others sipped hot coffee, tiny wisps of steam heat rising past tired, leathery faces. No one paid attention to the sedan as it pulled up next to the rest room located on the far side of the building.


Faith locked the bathroom door behind her, put the toilet lid down and sat on it. She didn’t need to use the facilities; she needed time to think, to control the panic hitting her from all sides. She looked around, her eyes absently taking in the handwritten scribbles on the chipping yellow paint covering the block walls. Some of the obscene language almost made her blush. Some of the writings were witty – belly-rocking funny, even – in their crudeness. They probably surpassed anything the men had composed to decorate their rest room next door, although most males would never concede this possibility. Men were always underestimating women.


She stood, splashed cold tap water on her face and dried it with a paper towel. About that time her knees decided to give, and she locked them, her fingers curling tightly around the stained porcelain of the sink. She had had nightmares about doing that at her wedding: locking her knees and then passing out because of it. Well, one less thing to worry about now. She’d never had a lasting relationship in her life, unless one counted a certain young man in fifth grade whose name she couldn’t remember but whose sky-blue eyes she would never forget.


Danny Buchanan had given her lasting friendship. He’d been her mentor and substitute father for the last fifteen years. He had seen potential in her where no one else had. He had given her a chance when she so desperately needed one. She had come to Washington with boundless ambition and enthusiasm and absolutely no focus. Lobbying? She knew nothing about it, but it sounded exciting. And lucrative. Her father had been a good-natured if aimless wanderer, dragging his wife and daughter from one get-rich scheme to the next. He was one of nature’s cruelest concoctions: a visionary lacking the skills to implement that vision. He measured gainful employment in days instead of years. They all lived one nervous week to the next. When his plans went awry and he was losing other people’s money, he would pack up Faith and her mother and flee. They’d been homeless on occasion, hungry more often than not; still, her father had always gotten back on his feet, however totteringly. Until the day he died. Poverty was a lasting, powerful memory for her.


Faith wanted a good, stable life, and she wanted to be dependent on no one for it. Buchanan had given her the opportunity, the skills to accomplish her dream, and much more than that. He had not only vision, but also the tools to execute his sweeping ideas. She could never betray him. She was in breathless awe of what he had done and was still trying so hard to do. He was the rock she needed at that stage of her life. In the last year their relationship had changed. Ever more reclusive, he had stopped talking to her. Danny was irritable, snapping for little reason. When she pressed him to tell her what was troubling him, he withdrew even more. Their relationship had been so close that the change had been even harder for her to accept. He became stealthy, stopped inviting her to travel with him; they no longer even engaged in their lengthy strategy sessions.


And then he had done something entirely original and personally devastating: He had lied to her. The matter had been purely trivial, but the implications were serious. If he spun lies in small areas, what was he holding from her of importance? They had one final confrontation and Buchanan had told her that no possible good could come from him sharing what troubled him. And then he dropped the real stunner.


If she wanted to leave his employ, she was free to do so, and maybe it was time she did, he had strongly intimated. His employ! The father telling his precocious daughter to get the hell out of the house was more the effect upon her.


Why did he want her to go away? And then it finally dawned on her. How could she have been so blind? They were on to Danny. Somebody was on to him, and he didn’t want her to share his fate. She had point-blank confronted him on that issue. And he had point-blank denied it. And then insisted that she leave. Noble to the end.


And yet if he wouldn’t confide in her, she would map a separate course for them. After much deliberation she had gone to the FBI. She knew there was a chance it was the FBI that had somehow discovered Danny’s secret, but this might make it easier, Faith had thought. Now a thousand doubts assailed her for the decision to approach the Bureau. Did she really believe the Bureau would just fall all over themselves inviting Buchanan into the prosecution’s fold? She cursed herself for giving them Danny’s name, although he was very famous in a town of famous people; the FBI would not have failed to make the connection. They wanted Danny to go to prison. Her for Danny. That was supposed to be her choice? She had never felt more alone.


She looked at herself in the cracked mirror. The bones of her face seemed to be pushing through her skin, her eye sockets hollowing right in front of her. A centimeter of skin between her and nothing. Her grand vision, the way out for them both, had suddenly become a free fall of insane, dizzying proportion. Her father would have just packed up and fled into the night. What was his daughter supposed to do?
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