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To Michelle, my dearest friend,
my loving wife, my partner in crime,
without you this dream would have
remained a feeble glint in a weary eye


To my mother and father,
no parents could have done any more


To my brother and sister, for putting up
with a lot from their younger sibling and
still always being there for me











Dear Reader,


I was staring out a hotel window in Islip, New York at midnight. I was in Islip in my role as an attorney: I had been sent there to review bank ground leases in connection with an acquisition. If you ever have insomnia, don’t waste time popping pills—just pull up a bank ground lease and you’ll be asleep by the second page.


I had just received word from my  film agent in LA  that a screenplay that I had penned, and which seemed   to have a lot of juice out in Hollywood, had failed to sell. I remembered thinking, as I stared out that window, that maybe it was never going to happen for me—that big break that every writer hopes for. I had been laboring for many years, learning the craft, becoming a better storyteller, but I had little monetary success to show for it. I could have decided then and there to just put down my pen and continue being a lawyer. It was not how I wanted to spend my time on earth, but it provided a good living for my family.


However, when I got back to Virginia, I knew that quitting was not an option. Writing has never been a job, or a hobby, or even a passion; it is how I identify as an individual. Stopping would have been akin to erasing a substantial part of myself.


Then I had an idea for a writing challenge I had long been wanting to take on: a novel.


My law office back then was within easy walking distance of the White House, and I would pass by and see the building and the guards and occasionally watch the presidential motorcade roll out. I knew that hundreds of high-powered careers were tied to keeping the president in power at all costs. So how far would they go? Would they allow a president to commit a criminal act with no consequences? That seemed to be a fascinating premise for an original novel, since it created intriguing moral challenges for everyone involved.


Fueled by the potential, I spent three years in my spare time crafting the novel that became Absolute Power. I had gotten the idea for the title from the old Lord Acton quote, “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.” What a prophet he was!


With the novel finished, I found the names of seven agents and sent it to them with a short query letter that said, “I guarantee that if you read the first page you won’t stop until you read the last.” I knew, with that arrogant statement laid out, they would read the manuscript if only to prove me wrong! Two weeks later, six of the seven agents wanted to represent me. I met the seventh one years later and he lamented that his decision not to represent me was the biggest mistake he’d ever made.


The book was sent out on a Monday night and was sold Tuesday morning for a record amount of money. When my agent called, I didn’t believe him at first, because all I had known up to that point was rejection. When the CEO of the publisher phoned, I was convinced. I called my  wife and told her that the novel was going  to be published. She said excitedly, “That’s great. How much is it going to cost us?” With a thrill in my  voice,    I told her that they were  actually going to pay us for   the privilege.


We then had the task of going around and telling our close friends and family members, none of whom knew   I was even writing all those years. Half thought our big news was that we were divorcing. The other half thought we were having another baby. To the latter group I said, you’re right in a way, only I’m the one giving birth.


The following years were an absolute maelstrom of activity: countless TV and radio show appearances, hundreds of news articles about yours truly, round-the-world book tours, meeting people from all walks of life, receiving fan letters from US presidents and other celebrities, and having films and TV series made from my books. For a writer who spent over a decade writing short stories that never found a home, it was a bit surreal. Well, more than a bit. 


I remembered telling myself at the time to slow down and cherish every moment. Because this would only happen to me for the first time once. And I did. I kept journals chronicling all of it. I stood in constant awe of how my life had changed, how my professional dreams had been realized. That experience, above all else, made me even more empathetic to those on the outside of the glass looking longingly in at the world in which I now resided.


Because of my personal experience, in the years since, I have worked to encourage and be supportive of up-and-coming writers. I recorded an online MasterClass that lays out my process and philosophies on both the craft and business side of writing for a living. I know that the world will continue to need new, fresh voices, particularly from the parts of our society that are historically underexposed and not heard from nearly as much as they should be. Our world is diverse, and thus our stories must meet that standard. Those tales and those voices must be heard.


I will never forget the feeling of being on the outside looking in at a world  to which I so desperately wanted   to belong. Every writer goes through that. The gauntlet   is long and arduous, but I also firmly believe that if you are truly meant to be a writer, you will persevere through all of it for one simple reason: you have no other option, because you can’t go a single day without thinking about or writing down a story.


So while I was staring dejectedly out that hotel window at midnight in Islip, New York, my hopes at their lowest point, my dream fading to near-invisibility, it would only be three more years before all of that bleakness was reversed. The break I needed came my way at exactly the right time, and the wildest dreams of success I could have imagined actually came true.


I would never suggest what happened to me is likely  to happen to anyone else. The stars were all in alignment at that point in my life for reasons not entirely explainable. But I do know that failure is guaranteed if you stop writing. So long as the pen on the paper continues to  flow, or the computer keys continue their clacking, good things can happen, and dreams, even outlandish ones, can be realized.


So, to all writers out there, keep going. The world needs you.


Best,


        [image: David Baldacci Signature image]









“Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”


—LORD ACTON












ONE


He gripped the steering wheel loosely as the car, its lights out, drifted slowly to a stop. A few last scraps of gravel kicked out of the tire

  treads and then silence enveloped him. He took a moment to adjust to the surroundings and then pulled out a pair of worn but still effective night-vision binoculars. The house slowly came into

  focus. He shifted easily, confidently in his seat. A duffel bag lay on the front seat beside him. The car’s interior was faded but clean.


The car was also stolen. And from a very unlikely source.


A pair of miniature palm trees hung from the rearview mirror. He smiled grimly as he looked at them. Soon he might be going to the land of palms. Quiet, blue, see-through water, powdery

  salmon-colored sunsets and late mornings. He had to get out. It was time. For all the occasions he had said that to himself, this time he felt sure.


Sixty-six years old, Luther Whitney was eligible to collect Social Security, and was a card-carrying member of AARP. At that age most men had settled down into second careers as grandfathers,

  part-time raisers of their children’s children, when weary joints were eased down into familiar recliners and arteries finished closing up with the clutter of a lifetime.


Luther had had only one career his entire life. It involved breaking and entering into other people’s homes and places of business, usually in the nighttime, as now, and taking away as

  much of their property as he could feasibly carry.


Though clearly on the wrong side of the law, Luther had never fired a gun or hurled a knife in anger or fear, except for his part in a largely confusing war fought where South and North Korea

  were joined at the hip. And the only punches he had ever thrown were in bars, and those only in self-defense as the suds made men braver than they should have been.


Luther only had one criterion in choosing his targets: he took only from those who could well afford to lose it. He considered himself no different from the armies of people who routinely

  coddled the wealthy, constantly persuading them to buy things they did not need.


A good many of his sixty-odd years had been spent in assorted medium- and then maximum-security correctional facilities along the East Coast. Like blocks of granite around his neck, three prior

  felony convictions stood to his credit in three different states. Years had been carved out of his life. Important years. But he could do nothing to change that now.


He had refined his skills to where he had high hopes that a fourth conviction would never materialize. There was absolutely nothing mysterious about the ramifications of another bust: he would

  be looking at the full twenty years. And at his age, twenty years was a death penalty. They might as well fry him, which was the way the Commonwealth of Virginia used to handle its particularly bad

  people. The citizens of this vastly historic state were by and large a God-fearing people, and religion premised upon the notion of equal retribution consistently demanded the ultimate payback. The

  commonwealth succeeded in disposing of more death row criminals than all but two states, and the leaders, Texas and Florida, shared the moral sentiments of their Southern sister. But not for simple

  burglary; even the good Virginians had their limits.


Yet with all that at risk he couldn’t take his eyes off the home – mansion, of course, one would be compelled to call it. It had engrossed him for several months now. Tonight that

  fascination would end.


Middleton, Virginia. A forty-five-minute drive west on a slingshot path from Washington, D.C. Home to vast estates, obligatory Jaguars, and horses whose price tags could feed the residents of an

  entire inner-city apartment building for a year. Homes in this area sprawled across enough earth with enough splendor to qualify for their own appellation. The irony of his target’s name, the

  Coppers, was not lost upon him.


The adrenaline rush that accompanied each job was absolutely unique. He imagined it was somewhat like how the batter felt as he nonchalantly trotted the bases, taking all the time in the world,

  after newly bruised leather had landed somewhere in the street. The crowd on its feet, fifty thousand pairs of eyes on one human being, all the air in the world seemingly sucked into one space, and

  then suddenly displaced by the arc of one man’s glorious swing of the wood.


Luther took a long sweep of the area with his still sharp eyes. An occasional firefly winked back at him. Otherwise he was alone. He listened for a moment to the rise and fall of the cicadas and

  then that chorus faded into the background, so omnipresent was it to every person who had lived long in the area.


He pulled the car further down the blacktop road and backed onto a short dirt road that ended in a mass of thick trees. His iron-gray hair was covered with a black ski hat. His leathery face was

  smeared black with camouflage cream; calm, green eyes hovered above a cinder block jaw. The flesh carried on his spare frame was as tight as ever. He looked like the Army Ranger he had once been.

  Luther got out of the car.


Crouching behind a tree, Luther surveyed his target. The Coppers, like many country estates that were not true working farms or stables, had a huge and ornate wrought iron gate set on twin brick

  columns but had no fencing. The grounds were accessible directly from the road or the nearby woods. Luther entered from the woods.


It took Luther two minutes to reach the edge of the cornfield adjacent to the house. The owner obviously had no need for home-grown vegetables but had apparently taken the country squire role to

  heart. Luther wasn’t complaining, since it afforded him a hidden path almost to the front door.


He waited a few moments and then disappeared into the embracing thickness of the corn stalks.


The ground was mostly clear of debris and his tennis shoes made no sound, which was important, for any noise carried easily here. He kept his eyes straight ahead; his feet, after much practice,

  carefully picked their way through the slender rows, compensating for the slight unevenness of the ground. The night air was cool after the debilitating heat of another stagnant summer, but not

  nearly cool enough for breath to be transformed into the tiny clouds that could be seen from a distance by restless or insomniac eyes.


Luther had timed this operation several times over the past month, always stopping at the edge of the field before stepping into the front grounds and past no-man’s-land. In his head,

  every detail had been worked and reworked hundreds of times until a precise script of movement, waiting, followed by more movement was firmly entrenched in his mind.


He crouched down at the edge of the front grounds and took one more long look around; no need to rush. No dogs to worry about, which was good. A human, no matter how young and fleet, simply

  could not outrun a dog. But it was the noise they made that stopped men like Luther cold. There was also no perimeter security system, probably because of the innumerable false alarms that would be

  caused by the large populations of deer, squirrel and raccoon roaming over the area. However, Luther would shortly be faced with a highly sophisticated defense package that he would have

  thirty-three seconds to disarm – and that included the ten seconds it would take him to remove the control panel.


The private security patrol had passed through the area thirty minutes earlier. The cop clones were supposed to vary their routines, making sweeps through their surveillance sectors every hour.

  But after a month of observations, Luther had easily discerned a pattern. He had at least three hours before another pass would be made. He wouldn’t need nearly that long.


The grounds were pitch black, and thick shrubs, the lifeblood of the burglary class, clung to the brick entryway like a caterpillar nest to a tree branch. He checked each window of the house:

  all black, all silent. He had watched the caravan carrying the home’s occupants parade out two days ago to points south, and carefully took inventory of all owners and personnel. The nearest

  estate was a good two miles away.


He took a deep breath. He had planned everything out, but in this business, the simple fact was that you could never account for everything.


He loosened the grips on his backpack and then glided out from the field in long, smooth strides across the lawn, and in ten seconds was facing the thick, solid-wood front door with reinforced

  steel framing together with a locking system that was rated at the top of the charts for holding force. None of which concerned Luther in the least.


He slipped a facsimile front-door key out of his jacket pocket and inserted it into the keyhole without, however, turning it.


He listened for another few seconds. Then he slipped off his backpack and changed his shoes so there would be no traces of mud. He readied his battery-operated screwdriver, which could reveal

  the circuitry he needed to fool ten times faster than he could by hand.


The next piece of equipment he carefully pulled from his backpack weighed exactly six ounces, was slightly bigger than a pocket calculator and other than his daughter was the best investment he

  had ever made in his life. Nicknamed “Wit” by its owner, the tiny device had assisted Luther in his last three jobs without a hitch.


The five digits comprising this home’s security code had already been supplied to Luther and programmed into his computer. Their proper sequence was still a mystery to him, but that

  obstacle would have to be eradicated by his tiny metal, wire and microchip companion if he wanted to avoid the ear-piercing shriek that would instantly emit from the four sound cannons planted at

  each corner of the ten-thousand-square-foot fortress he was invading. Then would follow the police call dialed by the nameless computer he would battle in a few moments. The home also had

  pressure-sensitive windows and floor plates, in addition to tamperproof door magnets. All of which would mean nothing if Wit could tear the correct code sequence from the alarm system’s

  grasp.


He eyed the key in the door and with a practiced motion hooked Wit to his harness belt so that it hung easily against his side. The key turned effortlessly in the lock and Luther prepared to

  block out the next sound that he would hear, the low beep of the security system that warned of impending doom for the intruder if the correct answer was not fed into it in the allotted time and

  not a millisecond later.


He replaced his black leather gloves with a pair of more nimble plastic ones that had a second layer of padding on the fingertips and palms. It was not his practice to leave any evidence behind.

  Luther took one deep breath, then opened the portal. The shrill beep of the security system met him instantly. He quickly moved into the enormous foyer and confronted the alarm panel.


The automatic screwdriver whirled noiselessly; the six metal pieces dropped into Luther’s hands and then were deposited in a carrier on his belt. Slender wires attached to Wit flashed

  against the sliver of moonlight seeping through the window beside the door, and then Luther, probing momentarily like a surgeon through a patient’s chest cavity, found the correct spot,

  clipped the strands into place and then flipped on the power source to his companion.


From across the foyer, a slash of crimson stared down at him. The infrared detector had already locked on Luther’s thermal offset. As the seconds ticked down, it patiently waited for the

  security system’s “brain” to pronounce the intruder friend or foe.


Faster than the eye could follow, the numbers flashed across Wit’s digital screen in neon amber; the allotted time blinked down in a small box at the top-right-hand corner of the same

  screen.


Five seconds elapsed and then the numbers 5, 13, 9, 3 and 11 appeared on Wit’s tiny glass face and locked.


The beep stopped on cue as the security system was disarmed, the red light flashed off and was replaced with the friendly green, and Luther was in business. He removed the wires, screwed the

  plate back on and repacked his equipment, then carefully locked the front door.


The master bedroom was on the third floor, which could be reached by an elevator down the main first-floor hallway to the right, but Luther chose the stairs instead. The less dependent he was on

  anything he did not have complete control over the better. Getting stuck in an elevator for several weeks was not part of his battle plan.


He looked at the detector in the corner of the ceiling as its rectangular mouth smiled at him, its surveillance arc asleep for now. Then he headed up the staircase.


The master bedroom door was not locked. In a few seconds he had his low-power, nonglare work lamp set up and took a moment to look around. The green glow from a second control panel mounted next

  to the bedroom door broke the darkness.


The house itself had been built within the last five years; Luther had checked the records at the courthouse and had even managed to gain access to a set of blueprints of the place from the

  planning commissioner’s office, it being large enough to require special blessing from the local government as though they would ever actually deny the rich their wishes.


There were no surprises in the building plans. It was a big, solid house more than worth the multi-million-dollar price tag that had been paid in cash by its owner.


Indeed, Luther had visited this home once before, in broad daylight, with people everywhere. He had been in this very room and he had seen what he needed to see. And that was why he was here

  tonight.


Six-inch crown molding peered down at him as he knelt next to the gigantic, canopied bed. Next to the bed was a nightstand. On it were a small silver clock, the newest romance novel of the day

  and an antique silver-plated letter opener with a thick leather handle.


Everything about the place was big and expensive. There were three walk-in closets in the room, each about the size of Luther’s living room. Two were occupied by women’s clothes and

  shoes and purses and every other female accoutrement one could rationally or irrationally spend money on. Luther glanced at the framed prints on the nightstand and wryly observed the

  twenty-something “little woman” next to the seventy-something husband.


There were many types of lotteries in the world and not all of them state-run.


Several of the photos showed off the lady of the house’s proportions to almost maximum degree, and his quick examination of the closet revealed that her dressing pleasures leaned to the

  downright sleazy.


He looked up at the full-length mirror, studying the ornate carvings around its edges. He next surveyed the sides. It was a heavy, nifty bit of work, built right into the wall, or so it seemed,

  but Luther knew that hinges were carefully hidden into the slight recess six inches from the top and bottom.


Luther looked back at the mirror. He had the distinct advantage of having seen a target like this full-length model a couple of years ago although he hadn’t planned to crack it. But you

  didn’t ignore a second golden egg just because you had the first in hand, and that second golden egg had been worth about fifty thou’. The prize on the other side of this private

  looking glass he figured would be about ten times that.


Using brute force and the aid of a crowbar he could overcome the locking system built into the mirror’s carvings but that would take precious time. And, more than that, it would leave

  behind obvious signs of the place having been violated. And although the house was supposed to be empty for the next several weeks, one never knew. When he left the Coppers there would be no

  obvious evidence he had ever been there. Even upon their return the owners might not check the vault for some time. In any event, he did not have to take the hard route.


He walked quickly over to the large-screen TV located against one wall of the vast chamber. The area was set up as a sitting room with matching chintz-covered chairs and a large coffee table.

  Luther looked at the three remotes lying there. One to work the TV, one for the VCR and one that would cut his night’s work by ninety percent. Each had a brand name on it, each looked pretty

  much like the other, but a quick experiment showed that two worked their appropriate apparatus and one did not.


He walked back across the room, pointed the control at the mirror and pushed the lone red button located at the bottom of the hardware. Ordinarily that action meant the VCR was recording.

  Tonight, in this room, it meant the bank was opening for business for its one fortunate customer.


Luther watched the door swing open easily, silently on the now-revealed no-maintenance hinges. From long habit, he replaced the control exactly where it had been, pulled a collapsible duffel bag

  out of his backpack and entered the vault.


As his light swept through the darkness he was surprised to see an upholstered chair sitting in the middle of the room, which looked to be about six feet by six feet. On the chair’s arm

  rested an identical remote, obviously a safeguard against being locked in by accident. Then his eyes took in the shelves down each side.


The cash, bundled neatly, went in first, then the contents of the slender boxes that were definitely not costume jewelry. Luther counted about two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of

  negotiable bonds and other securities, and two small boxes of antique coins and another of stamps, including one of an inverted figure that made Luther swallow hard. He ignored the blank checks and

  the boxes full of legal documents, which were worthless to him. His quick assessment ended at almost two million dollars, probably more.


He took one more look around, taking care not to miss any stray nook. The walls were thick – he figured they had to be fireproof, or as fireproof as man could make something. The place

  wasn’t hermetically sealed; the air was fresh, not stale. Somebody could stay in here for days.


The limo moved quickly down the road followed by the van, each driver expert enough to accomplish this feat without the benefit of headlights.


Inside the spacious back seat of the limo were a man and two women, one of whom was close to being drunk and who was doing her best to undress the man and herself right there, despite the gentle

  defensive efforts of her victim.


The other woman sat across from them tight-lipped, ostensibly trying to ignore the ridiculous spectacle, which included girlish giggling and much panting, but in reality she closely observed

  every detail of the pair’s efforts. Her focus was on a large book that sat open in her lap where appointments and notes battled each other for space and the attention of the male sitting

  across from her, who took the opportunity of his companion wrenching off her spike heels to pour himself another drink. His capacity for alcohol was enormous. He could drink twice the amount he had

  already consumed tonight and there would be no outward signs, no slurring of speech or impeded motor functions – which would have been deadly for a man in his position.


She had to admire him, his obsessions, his truly raw edges, while at the same time his being able to project an image to the world that cried out purity and strength, normalcy but, at the same

  time, greatness. Every woman in America was in love with him, enamored with his classic good looks, immense self-assurance and also what he represented, for all of them. And he returned that

  universal admiration with a passion, however misplaced, that astonished her.


Unfortunately, that passion had never pointed itself in her direction despite her subtle messages, the touches that lingered a shade too long; how she maneuvered to see him first thing in the

  morning when she looked her best, the sexual references used in their strategy sessions. But until that time came – and it would come, she kept telling herself – she would be

  patient.


She looked out the window. This was taking too long; it threw everything else off. Her mouth curled up in displeasure.


Luther heard the vehicles enter the front drive. He flitted to a window and followed the mini-caravan as it went around back, where it would be hidden from view from the front

  drive. He counted four people alighting from the limo, one from the van. His mind scrolled swiftly through possible identities. Too small a party for it to be the owners of the house. Too many for

  it to be someone simply checking on the place. He could not make out any faces. For one ironic instant Luther debated whether the home was destined to be burgled twice on the same night. But that

  was too enormous a coincidence. In this business, like a lot of others, you played the percentages. Besides, criminals did not march up to their targets wearing clothing more suitable for a night

  on the town.


He thought quickly as noises filtered up to him, presumably from outside the rear of the house. It took him a second to realize that his retreat was cut off and to calculate what his plan of

  action would be.


Grabbing his bag, he raced to the alarm panel next to the bedroom door and activated the home’s security system, silently thanking his memory for numbers. Then Luther slipped across to the

  vault and entered it, carefully closing the door behind him. He pushed himself as far back into the little room as he could. Now he had to wait.


He cursed his misfortune; everything had been going so smoothly. Then he shook his head clear, forced himself to breathe regularly. It was like flying. The longer you did it, the greater your

  chance of something bad happening. He would just have to hope that the house’s most recent arrivals would have no need to make a deposit in the private bank he was now occupying.


A burst of laughter and then the drum of voices filtered up to him, together with the loud beep from the alarm system, which sounded like a jet plane screeching directly over his head.

  Apparently there was slight confusion about the security code. A bead of sweat appeared on Luther’s forehead as he envisioned the alarm exploding and the police wanting to examine every inch

  of the house just in case, starting with his little roost.


He wondered how he would react as he listened to the mirrored door being opened, a light blazing in, without the slightest possibility of missing him. The strange faces peering in, the drawn

  guns, the reading of his rights. He almost laughed. Trapped like a fucking rat, nowhere to go. He hadn’t had a cigarette in almost thirty years, but now he desperately craved a smoke. He put

  his bag down quietly and slowly let his legs out straight so they wouldn’t go to sleep.


Heavy steps on the oak plank staircase. Whoever they were they didn’t care who knew they were there. Luther counted four, possibly five. They turned left and headed his way.


The door to the bedroom opened with a slight squeak. Luther searched his mind. Everything had been picked up or put back in its place. He’d only touched the remote, and he had replaced it

  right in line with the slight dust pattern. Now Luther could only hear three voices, a man and two women. One of the females sounded drunk, the other was all business. Then Ms. Business

  disappeared, the door closed but wasn’t locked, and Ms. Drunk and the man were alone. Where were the others? Where had Ms. Business gone? The giggles continued. Footsteps came closer to the

  mirror. Luther scrunched down in the corner as far as he could, hoping that the chair would shield him from view but knowing that it couldn’t possibly.


Then a burst of light hit him right in the eyes and he almost gasped at the suddenness of his little world going from inky black to broad daylight. He blinked rapidly to adjust to the new level

  of brightness, his pupils going from almost full dilation to pinpoints in seconds. But there were no screams, no faces, no guns.


Finally, after a full minute had passed, Luther peered around the corner of the chair and received another shock. The vault door seemed to have disappeared; he was staring right into the

  goddamned room. He almost fell backward but caught himself. Luther suddenly understood what the chair was for.


He recognized both of the people in the room. The woman he had seen tonight already, in the photos: the little wife with the hooker taste in clothes.


The man he knew for an altogether different reason; he certainly wasn’t the master of this house. Luther slowly shook his head in amazement and let out his breath. His hands shook and a

  queasiness crept over him. He fought back the grip of nausea and stared into the bedroom.


The vault door also served as a one-way mirror. With the light on outside and darkness in his little space, it was as though he were watching a giant TV screen.


Then he saw it and a fist of breath kicked out of his lungs: the diamond necklace on the woman’s neck. Two hundred thou’ to his practiced eye, maybe more. And just the sort of bauble

  one would routinely put away in a home vault before retiring for the evening. Then his lungs relaxed as he watched her take the piece off and casually drop it on the floor.


His fear receded enough to where he rose and inched over to the chair and slowly eased himself into it. So the old man sat here and watched his little woman get her brains screwed out by a

  procession of men. From the looks of her, Luther figured that some members of that procession included young guys making minimum wage or hanging on to freedom by the width of a green card. But her

  gentleman caller tonight was in an altogether different class.


He looked around, his ears focused for any sound of the other inhabitants of the house. But what could he really do? In over thirty years of active larceny, he had never encountered anything

  like this, so he decided to do the only thing he could. With only an inch of glass separating him from absolute destruction, he settled down quietly into the deep leather and waited.










TWO


Three blocks from the broad white bulk of the United States Capitol, Jack Graham opened the front door of his apartment, threw his overcoat on the

  floor and went straight to the fridge. Beer in hand he flopped down on the threadbare couch in his living room. His eyes quickly perused the tiny room as he took a drink. Quite a difference from

  where he’d just been. He let the beer stand in his mouth and then swallowed. The muscles of his square jaw tensed and then relaxed. The nagging prickles of doubt slowly drained away, but they

  would reappear; they always did.


Another important dinner party with Jennifer, his soon-to-be wife, and her family and circle of social and business acquaintances. People at that level of sophistication apparently didn’t

  have mere friends they hung with. Everyone served a particular function, the whole being greater than the sum of the parts. Or at least that was the intent, although Jack had his own opinion on the

  matter.


Industry and finance had been well represented, brandishing names Jack read about in the Wall Street Journal before he chucked it for the sports pages to see how the ’Skins or

  Bullets were doing. The politicos had been out in full force, scrounging future votes and current dollars. The group was rounded out by the ubiquitous lawyers of which Jack was one, the occasional

  doctor to show ties to the old ways and a couple of public-interest types to demonstrate that the powers that be had sympathy for the plight of the ordinary.


He finished the beer and flipped on the TV. His shoes came off, and the forty-dollar patterned socks his fiancée had bought for him were carelessly flung over the back of the lamp shade.

  Given time she’d have him in two-hundred-dollar braces with matching hand-painted ties. Shit! Rubbing his toes, he seriously considered a second beer. The TV tried but failed to hold his

  interest. He pushed his thick, dark hair out of his eyes and focused for the thousandth time on where his life was hurtling, seemingly with the speed of the space shuttle.


Jennifer’s company limo had driven the two of them to her Northwest Washington townhouse where Jack would probably move after the wedding; she detested his place. The wedding was barely

  six months off, apparently no time at all by a bride’s standards, and he was sitting here having severe second thoughts.


Jennifer Ryce Baldwin possessed instant head-turning beauty to such a degree that the women stared as often as the men. She was also smart and accomplished, came from serious money and was

  intent on marrying Jack. Her father ran one of the largest development companies in the country. Shopping centers, office buildings, radio stations, entire subdivisions, you name it, he was in it,

  and doing better than just about anyone else. Her paternal great-grandfather was one of the original Midwest manufacturing tycoons, and her mother’s family had once owned a large chunk of

  downtown Boston. The gods had smiled early and often on Jennifer Baldwin. There wasn’t one guy Jack knew who wasn’t jealous as hell of him.


He squirmed in his chair and tried to rub a kink out of his shoulder. He hadn’t worked out in a week. His six-foot-one body, even at thirty-two, had the same hard edge it had enjoyed all

  through high school where he was a man among boys in virtually every sport offered, and in college where the competition was a lot rougher but where he still managed to make first-string varsity as

  a heavyweight wrestler and first-team All-Academic. That combination had gotten him into the University of Virginia School of Law, where he made Law Review, graduated near the top of his

  class and promptly settled down as a public defender in the District of Columbia’s criminal justice system.


His classmates had all grabbed the big-firm option out of law school. They had routinely called with phone numbers of psychiatrists who could help coax him out of his insanity. He smiled and

  then went and grabbed that second beer. The fridge was now empty.


Jack’s first year as a PD had been rough as he learned the ropes, losing more than he won. As time went on, he graduated to the more serious crimes. And as he poured every ounce of

  youthful energy, raw talent and common sense he had into each of those cases, the tide began to turn.


And then he started kicking some serious ass in court.


He discovered he was a natural at the role, as talented at cross-examination as he had been at throwing men much bigger than he across a two-inch-thick mat. He was respected, liked as an

  attorney if you could believe that.


Then he had met Jennifer at a Bar function. She was vice president of development and marketing at Baldwin Enterprises. Dynamic in presence, she had the added skill of making whomever she was

  talking to feel important; their opinions were listened to if not necessarily followed. She was a beauty who had no need to rely solely on that asset.


When you got past the eye-catching looks, there was a lot more there. Or seemed to be. Jack would have been less than human had he not been attracted to her. And she had made it clear, early on,

  that the attraction was mutual. While being ostensibly impressed at his dedication in defending the rights of those accused of crimes in the Capital City, little by little Jennifer had convinced

  Jack that he had done his bit for the poor, dumb and unfortunate, and that maybe he should start thinking about himself and his future, and that maybe she wanted to be a part of that future. When

  he finally left PD, the U.S. Attorney’s office had given him quite a send-off party, and good riddance. That should have told him then and there that there were a lot more of the poor, dumb

  and unfortunate who needed his help. He didn’t expect to ever top the thrill he had felt being a PD; he figured times like that came around once in life and then they were gone. It was time

  to move on; even little boys like Jack Graham had to grow up someday. Maybe it was just his time.


He turned off the TV, grabbed a bag of corn chips and went to his bedroom, stepping over the piles of dirty laundry strewn in front of the doorway. He couldn’t blame Jennifer for not

  liking his place; he was a slob. But what bothered him was the dead certainty, that, even spotless, Jennifer would not consent to live here. For one thing it was in the wrong neighborhood; Capitol

  Hill to be sure, but not a gentrified part of Capitol Hill, actually not even close.


Then there was the size. Her townhouse must have ran five thousand square feet, not counting the live-in maid’s quarters and the two-car garage that housed her Jag and brand new Range

  Rover, as if anybody living in D.C., with its traffic-strangled roads, needed a vehicle capable of driving up the vertical side of a twenty-thousand-foot-high mountain.


He had four rooms if you counted the bathroom. He reached his bedroom, stripped off his clothes and dropped into bed. Across the room, on a small plaque that had once hung in his office at work

  until he had grown embarrassed looking at it, was the announcement of his joining Patton, Shaw & Lord. PS&L was the Capital City’s number-one corporate firm. Legal caterer to hundreds

  of blue-chip companies, including his soon-to-be father-in-law’s, representing a multimillion-dollar account that he was credited with bringing to the firm and that, in turn, guaranteed him a

  partnership at the next review. Partnerships at Patton, Shaw were worth, on average, at least half a million dollars a year. That was tip money for the Baldwins, but then he wasn’t a Baldwin.

  At least not yet.


He pulled the blanket over him. The building’s insulation left a lot to be desired. He popped a couple of aspirin and washed them down with the rest of a Coke that was sitting on his

  nightstand, then looked around the cramped, messy bedroom. It reminded him of his room growing up. It was a warm, friendly memory. Homes should look lived in; they should always give way to the

  screams of kids as they dashed from room to room in search of new adventures, of fresh objects to break.


That was the other thing with Jennifer: she had made it clear that the sound of little feet was a distant project that was far from certain. Her career at her father’s company was first

  and foremost in her mind and heart – maybe more so, Jack felt, than he was.


He rolled over and tried to close his eyes. The wind pushed against the window and he glanced in that direction. He looked away, but then with a resigned air, his eyes drifted back over to the

  box.


It held part of his collection of old trophies and awards from high school and college. But those items were not the object of his focus. In the semidarkness he reached out a long arm for the

  framed photo, decided against it, and then changed his mind again.


He pulled it out. This had almost become a ritual. He never had to worry about his fiancée stumbling onto this particular possession of his because she absolutely refused to enter his

  bedroom for longer than a minute. Whenever they slid between the sheets it was either at her place, where Jack would lie on the bed staring up at the twelve-foot ceiling where a mural of ancient

  horsemen and young maidens shared space while Jennifer amused herself until she collapsed and then rolled over for him to finish on top of her. Or at her parents’ place in the country where

  the ceilings were even higher and the murals had been taken from some thirteenth-century church in Rome, all of which made Jack feel that God was watching him being ridden by the beautiful and

  absolutely naked Jennifer Ryce Baldwin and that he would languish in eternal hell for those few moments of visceral pleasure.


The woman in the photo had silky brown hair that curled slightly at the ends. Her smile looked up at Jack and he remembered the day he had taken the picture.


A bike ride far into the countryside of Albemarle County. He was just starting law school; she was in her second year of college at Mr. Jefferson’s university. It was only their third date

  but it was like they had never lived without each other.


Kate Whitney.


He said the name slowly; his hand instinctively traced the curves of her smile, the lone dimple right above the left cheek that gave her face a slightly lopsided look. The almond-shaped

  cheekbones bordered a dainty nose that sloped toward a pair of sensual lips. The chin was sharp and screamed out “stubborn.” Jack moved back up the face and stopped at the large

  teardrop-shaped eyes that always seemed full of mischief.


Jack rolled back over and lay the photo on his chest so that she stared directly at him. He could never think of Kate without seeing an image of her father, with his quick wit and crooked

  smile.


Jack had often visited Luther Whitney at his little row house in an Arlington neighborhood that had seen better days. They spent hours drinking beer and telling stories, mostly Luther telling

  and Jack listening.


Kate never visited her father, and he never attempted to contact her. Jack had found his identity almost by accident, and despite Kate’s objections, Jack had wanted to get to know the man.

  It was a rare thing for her face to hold anything but a smile, but that was one thing she never smiled about.


After he graduated they moved to D.C. and she enrolled in law school at Georgetown. Life seemed idyllic. She came to his first few trials as he worked the butterflies from his stomach and the

  squeak from his throat and tried to remember which counsel table to sit at. But as the seriousness of the crimes his clients were accused of committing grew, her enthusiasm diminished.


They had split up his first year in practice.


The reasons were simple: she couldn’t understand why he had chosen to represent people who broke the law, and she could not tolerate that he liked her father.


At the very last breath of their lives together he remembered sitting with her in this very room and asking, pleading, for her not to leave. But she had and that was four years ago, and he

  hadn’t seen or heard from her since.


He knew that she had taken a job with the Commonwealth Attorney’s office in Alexandria, Virginia, where she was no doubt busily putting former clients of his behind bars for stomping on

  the laws of her adopted state. Other than that Kate Whitney was a stranger to him.


But lying there with her staring at him with a smile that told him a million things that he had never learned from the woman he was supposed to marry in six months, Jack wondered if Kate would

  remain a stranger to him; whether his life was destined to become far more complicated than he ever intended. He grabbed the phone and dialed.


Four rings and he heard the voice. It had an edge that he didn’t remember, or maybe it was new. The beep came and he started to leave a message, something funny, right out of the blue, but

  then right on cue he got nervous and quickly hung up, his hands shaking, his breathing accelerated. He shook his head. Jesus Christ! He had done five murder one cases and he was shaking like a

  goddamned sixteen-year-old sucking up the courage to call his first date.


Jack put the picture away and imagined what Kate was doing right that very minute. Probably still in her office pondering over how many years to take off somebody’s life.


Then Jack wondered about Luther. Was he at this very minute on the wrong side of someone’s doorstep? Or leaving with another bundle of financial joy slung over his back?


What a family, Luther and Kate Whitney. So different and so much the same. As focused a pair as he had ever encountered, but their respective focuses occupied different galaxies. That last

  night, after Kate had walked out of his life, he had gone around to Luther’s to say good-bye and to drink a last beer. They had sat in the small well-tended garden, watching the clematis and

  ivy cling to the fence; the scent of lilacs and roses lay thick like a net over them.


The old man had taken it all right, asked few questions, and wished Jack well. Some things did not work out; Luther understood that as well as anyone. But as Jack left that night he had noticed

  the glistening in the old man’s eyes – and then the door closed on that part of his life.


Jack finally put out the light and closed his eyes with the knowledge that another tomorrow was close upon him. His pot of gold, his once-in-a-lifetime payoff, was one day closer to reality. It

  did not make for easy sleep.










THREE


As Luther stared through the glass, the thought struck him that the two made a very attractive couple. It was an absurd opinion to have under the

  circumstances, but that didn’t make the conclusion any less valid. The man was tall, handsome, a very distinguished mid-forties. The woman could not have ventured far into her twenties; the

  hair was full and golden, the face oval and lovely, with a pair of enormous deep blue eyes that now looked up lovingly into the man’s elegant countenance. He touched her smooth cheek; she

  nestled her lips against his hand.


The man had two tumblers and filled them with the contents of the bottle he had brought with him. He handed the woman one. After a clink of glasses, their eyes firmly set on each other, he

  finished his drink in one swallow while she only managed a small sip of hers. Glasses put down, they embraced in the middle of the room. His hands slid down her backside and then back up to the

  bare shoulders. Her arms and shoulders were tanned and well-toned. He grasped her limbs admiringly as he leaned down to kiss her neck.


Luther averted his eyes, embarrassed to be viewing this very personal encounter. A strange emotion to have when he was still clearly in danger of being caught. But he was not so old that he

  could not appreciate the tenderness, the passion that was slowly unfolding in front of him.


As he raised his eyes up, he had to smile. The couple was now engaged in a slow dance around the room. The man was obviously well-practiced at the endeavor; his partner was less so, but he

  gently led her through the simple paces until they again ended up beside the bed.


The man paused to fill his glass again and then quickly drained it. The bottle was now empty. As his arms encircled her once more, she leaned into him, pulled at his coat, started to undo his

  tie. The man’s hands drifted to the zipper of her dress and slowly headed south. The black dress slid down and she slowly stepped out of it, revealing black panties and thigh-high stockings,

  but no bra.


She had the sort of body that made other women who didn’t instantly jealous. Every curve was where it was supposed to be. Her waist Luther could have encircled with both hands touching. As

  she turned to the side to slide out of her stockings, Luther observed that the breasts were large, round and full. The legs were lean and defined, probably from hours of daily exercise under the

  watchful eyes of a personal trainer.


The man quickly undressed down to his boxers and sat on the side of the bed watching the woman as she took her time slipping out of her underwear. Her rear end was round and firm and creamy

  white against the backdrop of a flawless tan. With her last piece of clothing shed, a smile cut across the man’s face. The white teeth were straight and thick. Despite the alcohol, his eyes

  seemed clear and focused.


She smiled at his attention and slowly advanced. As she drew within his reach, his long arms gripped her, pulled her to him. She rubbed up and down against his chest.


Again, Luther began to avert his eyes, wishing more than anything else that this spectacle would soon be over and that these people would leave. It would only take him a few minutes to return to

  his car, and this night would be filed away in his memory as a unique, if potentially disastrous, experience.


That’s when he saw the man grip the woman’s buttocks hard and then slap them, again and again. Luther winced in vicarious pain at the repeated blows; the white skin now glowed red.

  But either the woman was too drunk to feel the pain or she enjoyed this sort of treatment, because her smile didn’t fade. Luther felt his gut clinch again as the man’s fingers dug into

  the soft flesh.


The man’s mouth danced across her chest; she ran her finger through his thick hair as she positioned her body inside his legs. She closed her eyes, her mouth gathered into a contented

  smile; she arched her head back. Then she opened her eyes and attacked his mouth with hers.


His strong fingers moved up from the abused buttocks and started to gently massage her back. Then he dug in hard until she winced and pulled back from him. She half-smiled and he stopped as she

  touched his fingers with hers. He turned his attention back to her breasts and suckled them. Her eyes closed once again, as her breathing turned perceptibly to a low moan. The man moved his

  attention again to her neck. His eyes were wide open, looking across at where Luther sat but with no idea of his presence.


Luther stared at the man, at those eyes, and didn’t like what he saw. Pools of darkness surrounded by red, like some sinister planet seen through a telescope. The thought struck him that

  the naked woman was in the grip of something not so gentle, not so loving as she probably anticipated.


The woman finally grew impatient and pushed her lover down on the bed. Her legs straddled the man, giving Luther a view from behind that should have been reserved for her gynecologist and

  husband. She hoisted herself up, but then with a sudden burst of energy he roughly pushed her aside and went on top of her, grabbing her legs and lifting them up until they were perpendicular with

  the bed.


Luther stiffened in his chair at the man’s next movement. He grabbed her by the neck and jerked her up, pulling her head between his legs. The suddenness of the act made her gasp, her

  mouth a bare inch from him there. Then he laughed and threw her back down. Dazed for a moment, she finally managed a weak smile and sat up on her elbows as he towered over her. He grabbed his

  erection with one hand, spreading her wide with the other. As she lay placidly back to accept him, he stared wildly at her.


But instead of plunging between her legs, he grabbed her breasts and squeezed, apparently a little too hard, because, finally, Luther heard a yelp of pain and the woman abruptly slapped the man.

  He let go and then slapped her back, viciously, and Luther saw a patch of blood emerge at the corner of her mouth and spill onto the thick, lipstick-coated lips.


“You fucking bastard.” She rolled off the bed and sat on the floor rubbing her mouth, tasting her blood, her drunken brain momentarily lucid. The first words Luther had clearly heard

  spoken the entire night hit his brain like a sledgehammer. He stood up, inched toward the glass.


The man grinned. Luther froze when he saw it. It was more like the snarl of a wild animal close to a kill than a human being.


“Fucking bastard,” she said again, a little more quietly, the words slurred. As she stood up he grabbed her arm, twisted it, and she fell hard to the floor. The man sat on the bed

  and looked down triumphantly.


His breathing accelerating, Luther stood before the glass, his hands clenching and unclenching as he continued to watch and hoped that the other people would come back. He eyed the remote on the

  chair and then his eyes shot back to the bedroom. The woman had raised herself half off the floor, the wind slowly coming back to her. The romantic feelings she had been experiencing had vanished.

  Luther could see that in her body movements, wary and deliberate. Her companion apparently failed to notice the change in her movements and the flash of anger in the blue eyes, or else he would not

  have stood up and put out a hand for her to take, which she did.


The man’s smile abruptly vanished as her knee caught him squarely between the legs, doubling him over and ending any arousal he had been experiencing. As he crumpled to the floor, no sound

  came from his lips, except for his labored breathing while she grabbed her panties and started to put them on.


He caught her ankle, threw her to the floor, her underwear halfway up her legs.


“You little cunt.” The words came out in short gasps as he tried to get his breath back, all the time holding on to that ankle, drawing her closer to him.


She kicked at him, again and again. Her feet thudded against his rib cage, but still he hung on. “You fucking little whore,” he said.


At the menace he heard in those words, Luther stepped toward the glass, one of his hands flying to its smooth surface as if to reach through it, to grab the man, make him let go.


The man painfully dragged himself up and his look made Luther’s flesh turn cold.


The man’s hands gripped the woman’s throat.


Her brain, clouded by the alcohol, snapped back to high gear. Her eyes, now completely filled with fear, darted to the left and right as the pressure on her neck increased and her breath started

  to weaken. Her fingers clawed at his arms, scratching deeply.


Luther saw the blood rise to the man’s skin where she attacked him but his grip did not loosen.


She kicked and jerked her body, but he was almost twice her weight; her attacker didn’t budge.


Luther again looked at the remote. He could open the door. He could stop this. But his legs would not move. He stared helplessly through the glass, sweat poured from his forehead, every pore in

  his body seemed to be erupting; his breath came in short bursts as his chest heaved. He placed both hands against the glass.


Luther’s breath stopped as the woman fixed on the nightstand for an instant. Then, with a frantic motion, she grabbed the letter opener, and with one blinding stroke she slashed the

  man’s arm.


He grunted in pain, let go and grabbed his bloody arm. For one terrible instant he looked down at his wound, almost in disbelief that he had been damaged like that. Pierced by this woman.


When the man looked back up, Luther could almost feel the murderous snarl before it escaped from the man’s lips.


And then the man hit her, harder than Luther had seen any man hit a woman. The hard fist connected with the soft flesh and blood flew from her nose and mouth.


Whether it was all the booze she had consumed or what, Luther didn’t know, but the blow that ordinarily would have crippled a person merely incensed her. With convulsive strength she

  managed to stagger up. As she turned toward the mirror, Luther watched the horror in her face as she suddenly viewed the abrupt destruction of her beauty. Eyes widening in disbelief, she touched

  the swollen nose; one finger dropped down and probed the loosened teeth. She had become a smeared portrait, her major attribute had vanished.


She turned around to face the man, and Luther saw the muscles in her back tense so hard they looked like small pieces of wood. With lightning quickness, she again slammed her foot into the

  man’s groin. Instantly the man was weak again, his limbs useless as nausea overcame him. He collapsed to the floor, rolled over onto his back, moaning. His knees curled upward, his hand

  protectively at his crotch.


With blood streaming down her face, with eyes that had gone from stark horror to homicidal in an instant, the woman dropped to her knees beside him and raised the letter opener high above her

  head.


Luther grabbed the remote, took a step toward the door, his finger almost on the button.


The man, seeing his life about to end as the letter opener plunged toward his chest, screamed with every bit of strength he had left. The call did not go unheeded.


His body frozen in place, Luther’s eyes darted to the bedroom door as it flew open.


Two men, hair cropped short, crisp business suits not concealing impressive physiques, burst into the room, guns drawn. Before Luther could take another step they had assessed the situation and

  made their decision.


Both guns fired almost simultaneously.


Kate Whitney sat in her office going over the file one more time.


The guy had four priors, and had been arrested but ultimately not charged on six other occasions because witnesses had been too frightened to talk or had ended up in trash Dumpsters. He was a

  walking time bomb ready to explode on another victim, all of whom had been women.


The current charge was murder during the commission of robbery and rape, which met the criteria for capital murder under Virginia’s laws. And this time she decided to go for the home run:

  death. She had never asked for it before, but if anybody deserved it, this guy did, and the commonwealth was not squeamish about authorizing it. Why allow him life when he had cruelly and savagely

  ended the one given to a nineteen-year-old college student who made the mistake of going to a shopping mall in broad daylight to pick up some nylons and a new pair of shoes?


Kate rubbed her eyes and, using a rubber band from the pile on her desk, pulled her hair back into a rough ponytail. She looked around her small, plain office; the case files were piled high

  around the room and for the millionth time she wondered if it would ever stop. Of course it wouldn’t. If anything it would get worse, and she could only do what she could do to stem the flow

  of blood. She would start with the execution of Roger Simmons, Jr., twenty-two years old, and as hardened a criminal as she had ever confronted, and she had already faced an army of them in her as

  yet short career. She remembered the look he had given her that day in court. It was a countenance totally without remorse or caring or any other positive emotion. It was also a face without hope,

  an observation substantiated by his background history, which read like a horror story of a childhood. But that was not her problem. It seemed like the only one that wasn’t.


She shook her head and checked her watch: well after midnight. She went to pour some more coffee; her focus was starting to wander. The last staff attorney had left five hours ago. The cleaning

  crew had been gone for three. She moved down the hallway in her stocking feet to the kitchen. If Charlie Manson were out and doing his thing now, he’d be one of her milder cases; an amateur

  compared to the monsters roaming loose today.


Cup of coffee in hand, she walked back into her office and paused for a moment to look at her reflection in the window. With her job looks were really unimportant; hell, she hadn’t been on

  a date in over a year. But she couldn’t pull her eyes away. She was tall and slender, perhaps too skinny in certain areas, but her routine of running four miles every day had not changed

  while her caloric intake had steadily dwindled. Mostly she subsisted on bad coffee and crackers, although she limited herself to two cigarettes a day and was hoping with luck to quit

  altogether.


She felt guilty about the abuse her body was taking with the endless hours and stress of moving from one horrific case to another, but what was she supposed to do? Quit because she didn’t

  look like the women on the cover of Cosmopolitan? She consoled herself with the fact that their job twenty-four hours a day was to make themselves look good. Hers was to ensure that people

  who broke the law, who hurt others, were punished. Under any criteria she reasoned she was doing far more productive things with her life.


She swiped at her own mane; it needed to be cut, but where was the time to do that? The face was still relatively unmarked by the burden she found increasingly difficult to carry. Her

  twenty-nine-year-old face, after four years of nineteen-hour days and countless trials, had held its own. She sighed as she realized that probably would not last. In college she had been the

  gracious recipient of turned heads, the cause of raised heartbeats and cold sweats. But as she got ready to enter her thirties, she realized that what she had taken for granted for so many years,

  that what she had, in fact, derided on so many occasions, would not be with her that much longer. And like so many things you took for granted or dismissed as unimportant, being able to quiet a

  room by your mere entrance was one she knew she was going to miss.


That her looks had remained strong over the last few years was remarkable considering she had done relatively little to preserve them. Good genes, that must be it; she was fortunate. But then

  she thought of her father and decided that she wasn’t very lucky at all in the genes department. A man who stole from others and then pretended to live a normal life. A man who deceived

  everyone, including his wife and daughter. A man you could not depend on to be there.


She sat at her desk, took a quick sip of the hot coffee, poured in more sugar and looked at Mr. Simmons while she stirred the black depths of her nighttime stimulus.


She picked up the phone, called home to check messages. There were five, two from other lawyers, one from the policeman she would put on the stand against Mr. Simmons and one from a staff

  investigator who liked to call her at odd hours with mostly useless information. She should change her telephone number. The last message was a hang-up. But she could hear very low breathing on the

  end, she could almost make out a word or two. Something in the sound was familiar, but she couldn’t place it. People with nothing better to do.


The coffee flowed through her veins, the file came back into focus. She glanced up at her little bookshelf. On top was an old photo of her deceased mother and ten-year-old Kate. Cut out from the

  picture was Luther Whitney. A big gap next to mother and daughter. A big nothing.


“Jesus fucking Christ!” The President of the United States sat up, one hand covering his limp and damaged privates, the other holding the letter opener that a

  moment before was to have been the instrument of his death. It had more than just his blood on it now. “Jesus fucking Christ, Bill, you fucking killed her!” The target of his barrage

  stooped to help him up while his companion checked the woman’s condition: a perfunctory examination, considering two heavy-caliber bullets had blown through her brain.


“I’m sorry, sir, there wasn’t time. I’m sorry, sir.”


Bill Burton had been a Secret Service agent for twelve years, and a Maryland state trooper for eight years before that, and one of his rounds had just blown apart a beautiful young woman’s

  head. Despite all his intense training, he was shaking like a preschooler just awakened from a nightmare.


He had killed before in the line of duty: a routine traffic stop gone wrong. But the deceased had been a four-time loser with a serious vendetta against uniformed officers and wielding a Glock

  semiautomatic pistol in a sincere attempt to lift Burton’s head from his shoulders.


He looked down at the small, naked body and thought he would be sick. His partner, Tim Collin, looked across at him, grabbed his arm. Burton swallowed hard and nodded his head. He would make

  it.


They carefully helped up Alan J. Richmond, President of the United States, a political hero and leader to young, middle-aged and old alike, but now simply naked and drunk. The President looked

  up at them, the initial horror finally passing as the alcohol worked its effects. “She’s dead?” The words were a little slurred; the eyes seemed to roll back in the head like

  loose marbles.


“Yes, sir,” Collin answered crisply. You didn’t let a question from the President go unanswered, drunk or not.


Burton hung back now. He glanced at the woman again and then looked back at the President. That was their job, his job. Protect the goddamned President. Whatever it took, that life must not end,

  not like that. Not stuck like a pig by some drunken bitch.


The President’s mouth curled up into what looked like a smile, although neither Collin nor Burton would remember it that way later. The President started to rise.


“Where are my clothes?” he demanded.


“Right here, sir.” Burton, snapping back to attention, stooped to pick up the clothes. They were heavily spotted – everything in the room seemed to be – with her.


“Well, get me up, and get me ready, goddammit. I’ve got a speech to give for somebody, somewhere, don’t I?” He laughed shrilly. Burton looked at Collin and Collin looked

  at Burton. They both watched as the President passed out on the bed.


At the sound of the explosions, Chief of Staff Gloria Russell had been in the bathroom on the first floor, as far away from that room as she could get.


She had accompanied the President on many of these assignations, but rather than growing used to them, they disgusted her more each time. To imagine her boss, the most powerful man on the face

  of the earth, bedding all these celebrity whores, these political groupies. It was beyond comprehension, and yet she had almost learned to ignore it. Almost.


She had pulled her pantyhose back up, grabbed her purse, flung open the door, run down the hallway and even in heels took the steps two at a time. When she reached the bedroom door Agent Burton

  stopped her.


“Ma’am, you don’t want to see this, it’s not pretty.”


She pushed past him and then stopped. Her first thought was to run back out, down the stairs, into the limo, out of there, out of the state, out of the miserable country. She wasn’t sorry

  for Christy Sullivan, who’d wanted to get screwed by the President. That had been her goal for the last two years. Well, sometimes you don’t get what you want; sometimes you get a lot

  more.


Russell steadied herself and faced off with Agent Collin.


“What the hell happened?”


Tim Collin was young, tough and devoted to the man he was assigned to protect. He was trained to die defending the President, and there was no question in his mind that if the time came he

  would. Several years had passed since he had tackled an assailant in the parking lot of a shopping center where the then presidential candidate Alan Richmond had been making an appearance. Collin

  had had the potential assassin down on the asphalt and completely immobile before the guy had even gotten his gun fully out of his pocket, before anyone else had even reacted. To Collin, his only

  mission in life was to protect Alan Richmond.


It took Agent Collin one minute to report the facts to Russell in succinct, cohesive sentences. Burton solemnly confirmed the account.


“It was either him or her, Ms. Russell. There was no other way to cut it.” Burton instinctively glanced at the President, who still lay on the bed oblivious to anything. They had

  covered the more strategic portion of his body with a sheet.


“Do you mean to tell me you heard nothing? No sounds of violence before, before this?” She waved at the mess of the room.


The agents looked at each other. They had heard many sounds emanating from bedrooms where their boss happened to be. Some might be construed as violent, some not. But everybody had always come

  out okay before.


“Nothing unusual,” Burton replied. “Then we heard the President scream and we went in. That knife was maybe three inches from going into his chest. Only thing fast enough was a

  bullet.”


He stood as erect as he could and looked her right in the eye. He and Collin had done their job, and this woman wasn’t going to tell them otherwise. No blame would be put on his

  shoulders.


“There was a goddamned knife in the room?” She looked at Burton incredulously.


“If it was up to me, the President wouldn’t go out on these, these little excursions. Half the time he won’t let us check anything out beforehand. We didn’t get a chance

  to scope the room.” He looked at her. “He’s the President, ma’am,” he added, for good measure, as if that justified everything. And for Russell it usually did, a fact

  Burton was well aware of.


Russell looked around the room, taking in everything. She had been a tenured professor of political science at Stanford with a national reputation before answering the call in Alan

  Richmond’s quest for the presidency. He was such a powerful force, everybody wanted to jump on his bandwagon.


Currently Chief of Staff, with serious talk of becoming Secretary of State if Richmond won reelection, which everyone expected him to do with ease. Who knew? Maybe a Richmond-Russell ticket

  might be in the making. They made a brilliant combination. She was the strategist, he was the consummate campaigner. Their future grew brighter every day. But now? Now she had a corpse and a

  drunken President inside a home that was supposed to be vacant.


She felt the express train coming to a halt. Then her mind snapped back. Not over this little piece of human garbage. Not ever!


Burton stirred. “You want me to call the police now, ma’am?”


Russell looked at him like he had lost his mind. “Burton, let me remind you that our job is to protect the President’s interests at all times and nothing – absolutely nothing

  – takes precedence over that. Is that clear?”


“Ma’am, the lady’s dead. I think we—”


“That’s right. You and Collin shot the woman, and she’s dead.” After exploding from Russell’s mouth, the words hung in the air. Collin rubbed his fingers together;

  a hand went instinctively to his holstered weapon. He stared at the late Mrs. Sullivan as if he could will her back to life.


Burton flexed his burly shoulders, moved an inch closer to Russell so that the significant height difference was at its maximum.


“If we hadn’t fired, the President would be dead. That’s our job. To keep the President safe and sound.”


“Right again, Burton. And now that you have prevented his death, how do you intend to explain to the police and the President’s wife and your superiors, and the lawyers and the media

  and the Congress and the financial markets and the country and the rest of the goddamned world, why the President was here? What he was doing while he was here? And the circumstances that led up to

  you and Agent Collin having to shoot the wife of one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the United States? Because if you call the police, if you call anybody, that is exactly what you

  will have to do. Now if you are prepared to accept full responsibility for that undertaking, then pick up that phone over there and make that call.”


Burton’s face changed color. He backed up a step, his superior size useless to him now. Collin was frozen, watching the two square off. He had never seen anyone talk that way to Bill

  Burton. The big man could have snapped Russell’s neck with a lazy thrust of his arm.


Burton looked down at the corpse one more time. How could you explain that so that everybody came out all right? The answer was simple: you couldn’t.


Russell watched his face carefully. Burton looked back at her. His eyes twitched perceptibly; they would not meet hers now. She had won. She smiled benignly and nodded. The show was hers to

  run.


“Go make some coffee, a whole pot,” she ordered Burton, momentarily relishing this switching of roles. “And then stay by the front door just in case we get any late-night

  visitors.


“Collin, go to the van, and talk to Johnson and Varney. Don’t tell them anything about this. For now just tell them there was an accident, but that the President’s okay.

  That’s all. And that they’re to stay put. Understood? I’ll call when I want you. I need to think this out.”


Burton and Collin nodded and headed out. Neither had been trained to ignore orders so authoritatively given. And Burton didn’t want to be calling the shots on this one. They couldn’t

  pay him enough to do that.


Luther hadn’t moved since the shots had blown apart the woman’s head. He was afraid to. His feelings of shock had finally passed, but he found his eyes continually

  wandering to the floor and to what had once been a living, breathing human being. In all his years as a criminal he had only seen one other person killed. A thrice-convicted pedophile whose spinal

  cord had collided with a four-inch shiv wielded by an unsympathetic fellow inmate. The emotions sweeping over him now were totally different, as though he were the sole passenger on a ship that had

  sailed into a foreign harbor. Nothing looked or seemed familiar at all. Any sound now would do him no good, but he slowly sat back down before his trembling legs gave way.


He watched as Russell moved around the room, stooped next to the dead woman, but did not touch her. Next she picked up the letter opener, holding it by the end of the blade with a handkerchief

  she pulled from her pocket. She stared long and hard at the object that had almost ended her boss’s life and had played a major role in ending someone else’s. She carefully put the

  letter opener in her leather purse, which she had placed on the nightstand, and put the handkerchief back in her pocket. She glanced briefly at the contorted flesh that had recently been Christine

  Sullivan.


She had to admire the way Richmond accomplished his extracurricular activities. All his “companions” were women of wealth and social position, and all were married. This ensured that

  no exposé of his adulterous behavior would appear in any of the tabloids. The women he bedded had as much to lose if not more than he, and they understood that fact very well.


And the press. Russell smiled. In this day and age the President lived under a never-ending barrage of scrutiny. He couldn’t pee, smoke a cigar or belch without the public knowing all of

  the most intimate details. Or so the public thought. And that was based largely on the overestimation of the press and their abilities to nudge out every morsel of a story from its hiding place.

  What they failed to understand was that while the office of the President might have lost some of its enormous power over the years as the problems of a troubled globe soared beyond the ability of

  any one person to confront them on an equal basis, the President was surrounded by absolutely loyal and supremely capable people. People whose skill level at covert activities were in another

  league from the polished, cookie-cutter journalists whose idea of trailing down a tough story was asking puffball questions of a congressman who was more than willing to talk for the benefit of the

  evening news coverage. It was a fact that, if he so desired, President Alan Richmond could move about without fear that anyone would be successful in tracking his whereabouts. He could even

  disappear from public view for as long as he wished, although that was the antithesis of what a successful politician hoped to accomplish in a day’s work. And that privilege boiled down to

  one common denominator.


The Secret Service. They were the best of the best. This elite group had proved it time and again over the years, as they had in planning this most recent activity.


A little after noon, Christy Sullivan had walked out of her beauty salon in Upper Northwest. After walking one block she had stepped into the foyer of an apartment building and thirty seconds

  later she had walked out encased in a full-length hooded cloak pulled from her bag. Sunglasses covered her eyes. She had walked for several blocks, randomly window-shopping, then taken a redline

  Metro train to Metro Center. Exiting the Metro she had walked two more blocks and entered an alley between two buildings scheduled for demolition. Two minutes later, a car with tinted windows had

  emerged from the alley. Collin had been driving. Christy Sullivan was in the back seat. She had been sequestered in a safe place with Bill Burton until the President had been able to join her later

  that night.


The Sullivan estate had been chosen as the perfect spot for the planned interlude because, ironically, her home in the country was the last place anyone would expect Christy Sullivan to be. And

  Russell knew it would also be perfectly empty, guarded by a security system that was no barrier to their plans.


Russell sat down in a chair and closed her eyes. Yes, she had two of the most capable members of the Secret Service in this house with her. And, for the first time, that fact troubled the Chief

  of Staff. The four agents with her and the President tonight had been handpicked, out of the approximately one hundred agents assigned to the presidential detail, by the President himself for these

  little activities. They were all loyal and highly skilled. They took care of the President and held their tongues, regardless of what was asked of them. Up until tonight President Richmond’s

  fascination with married women had spawned no overwhelming dilemmas. But tonight’s events clearly threatened all of that. Russell shook her head as she forced herself to think of a plan of

  action.


Luther studied the face. It was intelligent, attractive but also a very hard face. You could almost see the mental maneuvering as the forehead alternately wrinkled and then

  went lax. Time slipped by and she didn’t budge. Then Gloria Russell’s eyes opened and moved across the room, not missing any detail.


Luther involuntarily shrank back as her gaze swept by him like a searchlight across a prison-yard. Then her eyes came to the bed and stopped. For a long minute she stared at the sleeping man,

  and then she got a look on her face that Luther could not figure out. It was halfway between a smile and a grimace.


She got up, moved to the bed and looked down at the man. A Man of the People, or so the people thought. A Man for the Ages. He did not look so great right now. His body was half on the bed, legs

  spread, feet nearly touching the floor; an awkward position to say the least when one was wearing no clothes.


She ran her eyes up and down the President’s body, lingering on some points, an activity that was amazing to Luther considering what was lying on the floor. Before Gloria Russell had

  entered the room and faced off with Burton, Luther had expected to hear sirens and to be sitting there watching policemen and detectives, medical examiners and even spin doctors swarming

  everywhere; with news trucks piling up in vast columns outside. Obviously, this woman had a different plan.


Luther had seen Gloria Russell on CNN and the major networks, and countless times in the papers. Her features were distinctive. A long, aquiline nose set between high cheekbones, the gift from a

  Cherokee ancestor. The hair was raven black and hung straight, stopping at her shoulders. The eyes were big and so dark a blue that they resembled the deepest of ocean water, twin pools of danger

  for the careless and unwary.


Luther carefully maneuvered in the chair. Watching the woman in front of a stately fireplace inside the White House pontificating on the latest political concerns was one thing. Watching her

  move through a room containing a corpse and examining a drunk, naked man who was the leader of the Free World was an entirely different matter. It was a spectacle Luther did not want to watch

  anymore but he could not pull his eyes away.


Russell glanced at the door, walked quickly across the room, took out her handkerchief, and closed and locked it. She swiftly returned to again stare down at the President. Her hand went out and

  for a moment Luther cringed in anticipation, but she simply stroked the President’s face. Luther relaxed, but then stiffened again as her hand moved down to his chest, lingering momentarily

  on the thick hair, and then dropped still lower to his flat stomach, which rose and fell evenly in his deep sleep.


Then her hand moved lower and she slowly pulled the sheet away and let it drop to the floor. Her hand reached down to his crotch and held there. Then she glanced at the door again and knelt down

  in front of the President. Now Luther had to close his eyes. He did not share the peculiar spectator interests of the house’s owner.


Several long minutes passed, and then Luther opened his eyes.


Gloria Russell was now shedding her pantyhose, laying them neatly on a chair. Then she carefully climbed on top of the slumbering President.


Luther closed his eyes again. He wondered if they could hear the bed squeak downstairs. Probably not, as it was a very large house. And even if they did, what could they do?


Ten minutes later Luther heard a small, involuntary gasp from the man, and a low moan from the woman. But Luther kept his eyes closed. He wasn’t sure why. It seemed to be from a

  combination of raw fear and disgust at the disrespect shown to the dead woman.


When Luther finally opened his eyes, Russell was staring directly at him. His heart stopped for a moment until his brain told him it was okay. She quickly slipped on her pantyhose. Then, in

  confident, even strokes, she reapplied her lipstick in the looking glass.


A smile clung to her face; the cheeks were flushed. She looked younger. Luther glanced at the President. He had returned to a deep sleep, the last twenty minutes probably filed away by his mind

  as an especially realistic and pleasant dream. Luther looked back at Russell.


It was unnerving to see this woman smile directly at him, in this room of death, without knowing he was there. There was power in that woman’s face. And a look Luther had already seen once

  in this room. This woman, too, was dangerous.


“I want this entire place sanitized, except for that.” Russell pointed to the late Mrs. Sullivan. “Wait a minute. He was probably all over her. Burton, I want

  you to check every inch of her body, and anything that looks remotely like it doesn’t belong there I want you to make disappear. Then put her clothes on.”


Hands gloved, Burton moved forward to carry out this order.


Collin sat next to the President, forcing another cup of coffee down the man’s throat. The caffeine would help clear away the grogginess, but only the passage of time would clean the slate

  completely. Russell sat down next to him. She took the President’s hand in hers. He was fully clothed now although his hair was in disarray. His arm hurt, but they had bandaged it as best

  they could. He was in excellent health; it would heal quickly.


“Mr. President? Alan? Alan?” Russell gripped his face and pointed it toward her.


Had he sensed what she had done to him? She doubted it. He had so desperately wanted to get laid tonight. Wanted to be inside a woman. She had given him her body, no questions asked. Technically

  she had committed rape. Realistically she was confident she had fulfilled many a male’s dream. It didn’t matter if he had no recollection of the event, of her sacrifice. But he would

  damn sure know what she was going to do for him now.


The President’s eyes came in and out of focus. Collin rubbed his neck. He was coming around. Russell glanced at her watch. Two o’clock in the morning. They had to get back. She

  slapped his face, not hard, but enough to get his attention. She felt Collin stiffen. God, these guys had tunnel vision.


“Alan, did you have sex with her?”


“Wha . . .”


“Did you have sex with her?”


“Wha . . . No. Don’t think so. Don’t remem . . .”


“Give him some more coffee, pour it down his damned throat if you have to, but get him sober.” Collin nodded and went to work. Russell walked over to Burton, whose gloved hands were

  dexterously examining every inch of the late Mrs. Sullivan.


Burton had been involved in numerous police investigations. He knew exactly what detectives looked for and where they looked for it. He never imagined himself using that specialized knowledge to

  inhibit an investigation, but then he had never imagined anything like this ever happening either.


He looked around the room, his mind calculating which areas would need to be gone over, what other rooms they had used. They could do nothing about the marks on the woman’s throat and

  other microscopic physical evidence that was no doubt imbedded in her skin. The Medical Examiner would pick those up regardless of what they tried to do. However, none of those things could be

  realistically traced to the President unless the police identified the President as a suspect, which was pretty much beyond the realm of possibility.


The incongruity of attempted strangulation of a small woman with death caused by gunshot was something they would have to leave to the police’s imagination.


Burton turned his attention back to the deceased and started to carefully slide her underwear up her legs. He felt a tap on his shoulder.


“Check her.”


Burton looked up. He started to say something.


“Check her!” Russell’s eyebrows were arched. Burton had seen her do that a million times with the White House staff. They were all terrified of her. He wasn’t afraid of

  her, but he was smart enough to cover his ass whenever she was around. He slowly did as he was told. Then he positioned the body exactly as it had fallen. He reported back with a single shake of

  his head.


“Are you sure?” Russell looked unconvinced, although she knew from her interlude with the President that chances were he had not entered the woman, or that if he had he hadn’t

  finished. But there might be traces. It was scary as hell, the things they could determine these days from the tiniest specimens.


“I’m not a goddamned ob-gyn. I didn’t see anything and I think I would have, but I don’t carry a microscope around with me.”


Russell would have to let that one go. There was still a lot to do and not much time.


“Did Johnson and Varney say anything?”


Collin looked over from where the President was ingesting his fourth cup of coffee. “They’re wondering what the hell’s going on, if that’s what you mean.”


“You didn’t te—”


“I told them what you said to tell them and that’s all, ma’am.” He looked at her. “They’re good men, Ms. Russell. They’ve been with the President since

  the campaign. They’re not going to do anything to mess things up, okay?”


Russell rewarded Collin with a smile. A good-looking kid and, more important, a loyal member of the President’s personal guard; he would be very useful to her. Burton might be a problem.

  But she had a strong trump card: he and Collin had pulled the trigger, maybe in the line of duty, but who really knew? Bottom line: they too were in this all the way.


Luther watched the activity with an appreciation that he felt guilty about under the circumstances. These men were good: methodical, careful, thought things through, and

  didn’t miss anything. Dedicated lawmen and professional criminals were not so different. The skills, the techniques were much the same, just the focus was different, but then the focus made

  all the difference, didn’t it?


The woman was now completely dressed, lying exactly where she had fallen. Collin was finishing with her fingernails. A solution had been injected under each, and a small suction device had

  cleaned away traces of skin and other incriminating remnants.


The bed had been stripped and remade; the evidence-laden sheets were already packed in a duffel bag for their ultimate destination in a furnace. Collin had already scoped the downstairs

  area.


Everything any of them had touched, except for one item, had been wiped clean. Burton was now vacuuming parts of the carpet and he would be the last one to leave, backing out, as he

  painstakingly extinguished their trail.


Earlier Luther had watched the agents ransack the room. Their obvious goal made him smile in spite of himself. Burglary. The necklace had been deposited in a bag along with her plethora of

  rings. They would make it appear as if the woman had surprised a burglar in her house and he had killed her, not knowing that six feet away a real-life burglar was watching and listening to

  everything they were doing.


An eyewitness!


Luther had never been an eyewitness to a burglary other than those he had committed. Criminals hated eyewitnesses. These people would kill Luther if they knew he was there; there was no question

  about that. An elderly criminal, a three-time loser, was not much to sacrifice for the Man of the People.


The President, still groggy but with Burton’s aid, slowly made his way out of the room. Russell watched them go. She did not notice Collin frantically searching the room. Finally, his

  sharp eyes fixed on Russell’s purse on the nightstand. Poking out from the bag was about an inch of the letter opener’s handle. Using a plastic bag, Collin quickly pulled out the letter

  opener and prepared to wipe it off. Luther involuntarily jerked as he watched Russell race over and grab Collin’s hand.


“Don’t do that, Collin.”


Collin wasn’t as sharp as Burton, and certainly wasn’t in Russell’s league. He looked puzzled.


“This has his prints all over it, ma’am. Hers too, plus some other stuff if you know what I mean – it’s leather, it’s soaked right in.”


“Agent Collin, I was retained by the President as his strategic and tactical planner. What appears to you an obvious choice appears to me to require much more thought and deliberation.

  Until that analysis has been completed you will not wipe that object down. You will put it in a proper container, and then you will give it to me.”


Collin started to protest but Russell’s menacing stare cut him off. He dutifully bagged the letter opener and handed it to her.


“Please be careful with that, Ms. Russell.”


“Tim, I am always careful.”


She rewarded him with another smile. He smiled back. She had never called him by his first name before; he had been unsure if she even knew it. He also observed, and not for the first time, that

  the Chief of Staff was a very good-looking woman.


“Yes, ma’am.” He began to pack up the equipment.


“Tim?”


He looked back at her. She moved toward him, looked down, and then her eyes caught his. She spoke in low tones; she almost seemed embarrassed, Collin felt.


“Tim, this is a very unique situation we’re faced with. I need to feel my way a little bit. Do you understand?”


Collin nodded. “I’d call this a unique situation. Scared the hell out of me when I saw that blade about to go into the President’s chest.”


She touched his arm. Her fingernails were long and perfectly manicured. She held up the letter opener. “We need to keep this between us, Tim. Okay? Not the President. Not even

  Burton.”


“I don’t know—”


She gripped his hand. “Tim, I really need your support on this. The President has no idea what happened and I don’t think Burton is looking at this too rationally right now. I need

  someone I can depend on. I need you, Tim. This is too important. You know that, don’t you? I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think you could handle it.”


He smiled at the compliment, then looked squarely at her.


“Okay, Ms. Russell. Whatever you say.”


As Collin finished packing up, Russell looked at the bloody seven-inch piece of metal that had come so close to ending her political aspirations. If the President had been killed, there could

  have been no cover-up. An ugly word – cover-up – but often necessary in the world of high politics. She shivered slightly at the thought of the headlines, “PRESIDENT FOUND DEAD IN BEDROOM OF CLOSE FRIEND’S HOME. WIFE ARRESTED IN SLAYING. CHIEF OF STAFF GLORIA RUSSELL HELD RESPONSIBLE BY PARTY LEADERS.” But that had not

  happened. Would not happen.


This thing she held in her hand was worth more than a mountain of weapons-grade plutonium, more than the total oil production of Saudi Arabia.


With this in her possession, who knew? Perhaps even a Russell-Richmond ticket? The possibilities were absolutely infinite.


She smiled and put the plastic bag inside her purse.


The scream made Luther whip his head around. The pain shot through his neck and he almost cried out.


The President ran into the bedroom. He was wide-eyed, but still half-drunk. The memory of the last few hours had come back like a Boeing 747 landing on his head.


Burton ran up behind him. The President started toward the body; Russell dropped her purse on the nightstand, and she and Collin met him halfway.


“Goddammit! She’s dead. I killed her. Oh sweet Jesus help me. I killed her!” He screamed and then cried and then screamed again. He tried to push through the wall in front of

  him but was still too weak. Burton pulled at the President from behind.


Then with convulsive strength, Richmond tore loose and launched himself across the room and slammed into the wall, rolling into the nightstand. And finally the President of the United States

  crumpled to the floor and curled up like a fetus, whimpering, next to the woman he had intended to have sex with that night.


Luther watched in disgust. He rubbed at his neck and slowly shook his head. The incredibility of the entire night’s events was becoming too much to endure.


The President slowly sat up. Burton looked like Luther felt, but said nothing. Collin eyed Russell for instructions. Russell caught the look and smugly accepted this subtle changing of the

  guard.


“Gloria?”


“Yes, Alan?”


Luther had seen the way Russell had looked at the letter opener. He also knew something now that no one else in the room knew.


“Will it be okay? Make it okay, Gloria. Please. Oh God, Gloria!”


She rested her hand on his shoulder in her most reassuring manner, as she had done across hundreds of thousands of miles of campaign dust. “Everything’s under control, Alan.

  I’ve got everything under control.”


The President was far too intoxicated to catch the meaning, but she didn’t really care.


Burton touched his radio earpiece, listening intently for a moment. He turned to Russell.


“We better get the hell out of here. Varney just scoped a patrol car coming down the road.”


“The alarm . . . ?” Russell looked puzzled.


Burton shook his head. “It’s probably just a rent-a-cop on routine, but if he sees something . . .” He didn’t need to say anything else.


Leaving in a limo in this land of wealth was the best cover they could have. Russell thanked God for the routine she had developed for using rented limos without the regular drivers for these

  little adventures. The names on all the forms were dummies, the rental fee and deposit paid in cash, the car picked up and dropped off after hours. There were no faces associated with the

  transaction. The car would be sterilized. That would be a dead end for the police if they ever snagged that line, which was highly doubtful.


“Let’s go!” Russell was now slightly panicked.


The President was helped up. Russell went out with him. Collin grabbed the bags. Then stopped cold.


Luther swallowed hard.


Collin turned back, grabbed Russell’s purse off the nightstand and headed out.


Burton started up the small vacuum, completed the room and then left, closing the door and turning off the light.


Luther’s world returned to inky darkness.


This was the first time he had been alone in the room with the dead woman. The rest of them had apparently grown used to the bloody figure lying on the floor, unconsciously stepping over or

  around the now inanimate object. But Luther had not grown accustomed to the death barely eight feet away.


He could no longer see the pile of stained clothing and the lifeless body inside of them, but he knew it was there. “Sleazy rich bitch” would probably be her informal epitaph. And,

  yes, she had cheated on her husband, not that he seemed to care about that. But she hadn’t deserved to die like that. He would’ve killed her, there was no question about that. Except

  for her swift counterattack, the President would’ve committed murder.


The Secret Service men he could not really fault. That was their job and they did it. She had picked the wrong man to attempt to kill in the heat of whatever she had been feeling. Maybe it was

  better. If her hand had been a little faster or the agents’ response a little slower, she might be spending the rest of her life in jail. Or she’d probably get death for killing a

  President.


Luther sat down in the chair. His legs were almost numb. He forced himself to relax. Soon he would be getting the hell out of there. He needed to be ready to run.


He had a lot to think through, considering that they were unwittingly setting up Luther Whitney to be the number-one suspect in what would no doubt be deemed a heinous and gruesome crime. The

  wealth of the victim would demand that enormous law enforcement resources be expended in finding the perpetrator. But there was no way they would be looking to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue for the

  answer. They would search elsewhere, and despite Luther’s intense preparations, they might very well find him. He was good, very good, but then he had never faced the types of forces that

  would be unleashed to solve this crime.


He quickly thought back through his entire plan leading up to tonight. He could think of no obvious holes, but it was the not-so-obvious ones that usually did you in. He swallowed, curled and

  uncurled his fingers, stretched his legs to calm himself. One thing at a time. He still wasn’t out of here. Many things could go wrong, and one or two undoubtedly would.


He would wait two more minutes. He ticked off the seconds in his head, visualized them loading the car. They would probably wait for any further sight or sound of the patrol car before heading

  out.


He carefully opened his bag. Inside were much of the contents of this room. He had almost forgotten that he had come here to steal and in fact had stolen. His car was a good quarter mile away.

  He thanked God he had quit smoking all those years ago. He would need every ounce of lung capacity he could muster. How many Secret Service Agents was he confronted with? At least four. Shit!


The mirrored door slowly opened and Luther stepped out into the room. He hit the remote one more time and then tossed it back onto the chair as the door swung closed.


He eyed the window. He had already planned an alternate escape through that aperture. A hundred-foot coil of extremely strong nylon rope, knotted every six inches, was in his bag.


He made a wide berth around the body, careful not to step in any of the crimson, the position of which he had programmed into his memory. He glanced only once at the remains of Christine

  Sullivan. Her life could not be brought back. Luther was now faced with keeping his own intact.


It took him a few seconds to reach the nightstand, and probe down behind it.


Luther’s fingers clutched the plastic bag. The President’s collision with the furniture had toppled Gloria Russell’s purse on its side. The plastic bag and its immensely

  valuable occupant had fallen out and slid down behind the nightstand.


Luther’s finger nudged the blade of the letter opener through the plastic before secreting it in his duffel bag. He went quickly over to the window and carefully peered out. The limo and

  van were still there. That wasn’t good.


He went across to the other side of the room, took out his rope, secured it under the leg of the enormously heavy chest of drawers, and ran the line across to the other window, which would drop

  him at the opposite end of the house, hidden from the road. He carefully opened the window, praying for a well-oiled track, and was rewarded.


He played out the rope and watched it snake down the brick sides of the house.


Gloria Russell looked up at the massive face of the mansion. There was real money there. Money and position that Christine Sullivan did not deserve. She had won it with her

  boobs and artfully displayed ass and her trashy mouth that had somehow inspired the elderly Walter Sullivan, awakening some emotion buried deep within his complex depths. In six months he would not

  miss her anymore. His world of rock-solid wealth and power would hurtle on.


Then it struck her.


Russell was halfway out of the limo before Collin caught her arm. He held up the leather bag she had bought in Georgetown for a hundred bucks and was now worth incalculably more to her. She

  settled back down in her seat, her breath normalized. She smiled, almost blushed at Collin.


The President, slumped in a semicatatonic state, didn’t notice the exchange.


Then Russell peeked inside her bag, just to be sure. Her mouth dropped open, her hands frantically tore through the few contents of the bag. It took all her willpower not to shriek out loud as

  she stared horror-stricken at the young agent. The letter opener was not there. It must still be in the house.


Collin tore back up the stairs, a thoroughly confused Burton racing after him.


Luther was halfway down the wall when he heard them coming.


Ten more feet.


They burst in the bedroom door.


Six more feet.


Stunned, the two Secret Service men spotted the rope; Burton dove for it.


Two more feet, and Luther let go, hitting the ground running.


Burton flew to the window. Collin threw the nightstand aside: nothing. He joined Burton at the window. Luther had already disappeared around the corner. Burton started to head out the window.

  Collin stopped him. The way they had come would be faster.


They bolted out the door.


Luther crashed through the cornfield, no longer concerned with leaving a trail, now only worried about surviving. The bag slowed him down slightly, but he had worked too hard

  over the last several months to walk away empty-handed.


He exploded out from the friendly cover of the crops and hit the most dangerous phase of his flight: a hundred yards of open field. The moon had disappeared behind thickening clouds and there

  were no streetlights in the country; in his black clothing he would be almost impossible to spot. But the human eye was best at spotting movement in the darkness, and he was moving as fast as he

  could.


The two secret service agents stopped momentarily at the van. They emerged with Agent Varney and raced across the field.


Russell rolled down the window and watched them, shock on her face. Even the President was somewhat awake, but she quickly calmed him and he returned to his half-slumber.


Collin and Burton slipped on their night-vision goggles and their view instantly resembled a crude computer game. Thermal images registered in red, everything else was dark green.


Agent Travis Varney, tall and rangy, and only vaguely aware of what was going on, was ahead of them. He ran with the easy motion of the collegiate miler he used to be.


In the Service three years, Varney was single, committed entirely to his profession, and looked to Burton as a father figure to replace the one killed in Vietnam. They were looking for someone

  who had done something in that house. Something that involved the President and that therefore involved him. Varney pitied whoever he was chasing if he caught up to him.


Luther could hear the sounds of the men behind him. They had recovered faster than he had thought. His head start had dwindled but it still should be enough. They had made a

  big mistake by not jumping in the van and running him down. They had to have known he would have transportation. It wasn’t like he would have coptered in. But he was grateful that they

  weren’t quite as smart as they probably should have been. If they had he would not be alive to see the sun come up.


He took a shortcut through a path in the woods, spotted on his last walk-through. It gained him about a minute. His breath came in quick bursts, like machine-gun fire. His clothes felt heavy on

  him; as in a child’s dream, his legs seemed to move in slow motion.


Finally he broke free from the trees, and he could see his car and was again grateful for having taken the precaution to back in.


A hundred yards behind, a thermal figure other than Varney’s finally came alive on Burton’s and Collin’s screens. A man running, and running hard. Their hands

  flew to their shoulder holsters. Neither weapon was effective long-range but they couldn’t worry about that now.


Then an engine roared to life and Burton and Collin ran like a tornado was raging at their heels.


Varney was still ahead of them and to the left. He would have a better line of fire, but would he shoot? Something told them he would not; that was not part of his training, to fire at a fleeing

  person who was no longer a danger to the man he was sworn to protect. However, Varney did not know that at stake here was more than a mere beating heart. There was an entire institution that would

  never be the same, in addition to two Secret Service agents who were certain they had done nothing wrong, but were intelligent enough to realize that the blame would fall heavily on their

  shoulders.


Burton was never much of a runner, but he picked up his pace as these thoughts flew through his head, and the younger Collin was hard-pressed to keep up with him. But Burton knew it was too

  late. His legs started to slow down as the car exploded out and turned away from them. In moments it was already two hundred yards down the road.


Burton stopped running, dropped to his knee, aimed his gun, but all he could see was the dust kicked up by the fleeing vehicle. Then the taillights went out and in a moment he lost the target

  entirely.


He turned to see Collin next to him, looking down at him, the reality of the whole event starting to set in. Burton slowly got up and put his gun away. He took off his goggles; Collin did

  likewise.


They looked at each other.


Burton sucked air in; his limbs shook. His body was finally reacting to the recent exertions now that the adrenaline had stopped flowing. It was over, wasn’t it?


Then Varney came running up. Burton was not too distraught to note with an envious twinge and a small measure of pride that the younger man wasn’t even out of breath. He would see to it

  that Varney and Johnson didn’t suffer with them. They didn’t deserve that.


He and Collin would go down, but that was all. He felt bad about Collin; however, there was nothing he could do about that. But when Varney spoke, Burton’s thoughts of the future went from

  complete and absolute doom to a small glimmer of hope.


“I got the license plate number.”


“Where the hell was he?” Russell looked incredulously around the bedroom. “What? Was he under the goddamned bed?”


She tried to stare Burton down. The guy hadn’t been under the bed, not in any of the closets. Burton had examined all those spaces when he was sanitizing the room. He told her so in no

  uncertain terms.


Burton looked at the rope and then the open window. “Jesus, it was like the guy was watching us the whole time, knew right when we left the house.” Burton looked around for other

  possible bogeymen hovering nearby. His eyes rested on the mirror, then moved on, stopped and went back.


He looked down at the carpet in front of the mirror.


He had gone over that area repeatedly with the vacuum until it was smooth; the carpet nape, already plush and expensive, had been a good quarter inch thicker by the time he was finished. No one

  had walked there since they had come back into the room.


And yet now as he stooped down, his eye discerned very rough traces of footprints. He hadn’t noticed them before because now the whole section was matted down, as if something had swept

  out. . . . He slapped on his gloves, rushed to the mirror, pulling and prying around its edges. He yelled to Collin to get some tools while Russell looked on stunned.
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