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From deep in sleep I hear something fall. Something big. It shakes me and I open my eyes to complete darkness. I smell fresh-cut lumber and newly turned earth. Above my face and as far as I can reach, my fingertips touch wood. I’m in a coffin.

An important part of me knows that I am still asleep and that this is a dream. Still, a dark flower of panic blooms inside my chest and I will myself, against my own panicky animal instinct, to breathe slowly and deeply, letting the focus calm me so that I can think of what to do.

There is air enough, brought in by a steel pipe cool to the touch. I don’t see it, but I know it is there. I also know the pipe is threaded on both ends. And as my fingers trace the grooves, I know that the killer will soon come and cap this pipe and I will suffocate, slowly. What is worse, I also know that in the final minutes I will try to claw my way out, no longer able to control my instinct. When I am reduced to an animal, blind to everything but bright fear, that moment is when he wins and achieves release.

We don’t know for certain, we have no hard evidence, but we believe this end moment is what gets him off. In all the children we’ve found, not one has been sexually assaulted or even struck. There are no signs of the control fantasies most predators exhibit except, of course, for the imprisonment itself. But there are those final moments when his victim is stripped of humanity and begs for his life. I say his life because all of the victims, fourteen that we know of, have been boys. They have all been blond. They have all been taken from their homes and buried alive.

I think of the boys and repeat their names in a murderer’s rosary. Saying them gives the victims some dignity, I think, and blunts his power over the lives they had before he took them. In the exercise of memory, it also blunts his hold over me as I lie here in this black box. I go over the details of each case, one by one, reciting their mysteries and praying for an insight that has escaped me before. Each time, the boys were taken from their bedroom. There is no sign of struggle. A personal object is taken. It’s never anything of any value except to the victim. A toy, perhaps a photo. It’s the single most important detail we’ve kept from the press. First, because it helps us eliminate the false confessors, and second, we want our killer to hang on to his souvenirs so that when we catch him, he will convict himself with his own sad collection.

No parent had ever heard the scrape of a window or the slide of a dead bolt. No mother had heard her child cry out. No father had heard the floorboards creak under the weight of an intruder. In the morning, all that was found was the killer’s calling card.

It was a literal card, a playing card made by Signet Games, makers of dozens of children’s games as well as traditional bridge and pinochle decks. But the killer’s card was not from a traditional deck. These decks had had a small run and their distribution was limited to Vietnam. The owner, himself a WWII veteran of the OSS, had made them specially for a unit of assassins. There were fifty-two cards in each deck, all with the same design—a single black diamond. When a Vietcong tax collector or political officer was terminated, his killer left one of these black diamonds on the corpse to “spook the gooks.”

This was my first unsolved case as a profiler, when the science was still considered voodoo by most of law enforcement. I didn’t have the political muscle to break open hide-bound bureaucracies. It took nearly a year for the CIA to declassify the personnel list and another eight months for the Bureau to track down all of the squad’s surviving members. Most of them had settled down and started families and were angry when we brought out their dark past into the sunlight and laid it on their swept suburban doorsteps.

Others lived on the fringes, a big part of them still in Vietnam. Some of them were downright scary, alone in the woods, hiding from everyone but themselves. All of them had secrets, to be sure, but every one of them was eventually cleared of being the killer.

Over the time it took us to locate and interrogate all of these veterans, six more boys were taken from their beds, buried in plywood boxes, and kept alive for days, after which the killer would cap the air pipe and listen as the boys cried out. We believe he masturbated as they died. It is a detail that sickens me still, even after interviewing some of the most twisted killers on earth. The press had dubbed him, without much imagination, the Black Diamond Killer.

For these reasons—the abductions, the card, the cruel deaths, and that final act, I pushed myself to find him. The case filled my nights, even though I was working dozens of different cases at the time, interviewing murderers for my first textbook, appearing on television shows at the request of the director, and acting as technical consultant to several motion pictures. It was this last, this continual lunching with stars, that led my rivals in the Bureau to dub me, again without much imagination, Hollywood Donovan.

I was exhausted, physically and mentally. I had come down with a case of viral meningitis that I wrote off as a cold, and I flew out to Oregon, site of the abductions, to assist the local police. It was there that I collapsed and nearly died.

Then, as suddenly as they began, the abductions stopped. We don’t know why. We suspect the killer died or was arrested for another crime. And now, eighteen years after the last boy, Billy Jimeson, was found, I was dreaming inside a box, my fingertips running over rough plywood, searching for answers.

From far away I heard a phone ring. I tried to holler but the sound that came out of my mouth was an unformed animal grunt. The ringing got louder. I heard the cap thread onto the pipe. I heard it being twisted until it snugged. My flow of air stopped.

The ringing was here, inside the box.

My lungs pulled in what could be my final breath.

Slowly, the darkness fell away and I came up, slick with sweat, twisted in sheets. Katie’s side of the bed was cool. I was alone. I fumbled the phone to my ear. “Donovan.”

“It’s Andrews, Mr. Donovan, from Special Agent Burke’s office.”

“Yeah, right. I remember.”

“I’m outside your door, Mr. Donovan. I’ve been knocking and ringing your bell.”

“What? You’re at the door?”

“On my cell phone, yes.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll be right there.”

I threw my feet to the floor and stumbled to the front door, wrapped in a sheet. In the hall was a young man holding his ID so I could see it. I recognized Vince Andrews, a conscientious hard-charger known in the Bureau as a blue-flamer for the fire that shoots out of his ass.

I know the type because I was a blue-flamer once, too. But that was a long time ago. The Bureau, like all institutions, will throw cold water on a flamer faster than a fireman. Most agents with initiative will either get out or give up and join the ranks of gray plodders. Occasionally, someone like Andrews will sneak through and shine like a battlefield flare in the night, making enemies just by his brilliance.

“Come in.” Normally, Andrews was buttoned up, a recruiting poster of a guy. This morning he looked as if he’d run through a hurricane. His tie was twisted, his hair blown about.

As Andrews came in and took in the details of my living room—the book on the table, the half-filled glass from the night before—my phone rang again. “Damn, I’m popular this morning.”

“Mr. Donovan…”

I held up an index finger. “Let me get this.”

“Sir?”

“One minute.” I answered the phone. “Donovan.”

“Jake, have you heard?”

“Katie, where the hell are you?”

“I was at the gym.”

There’s something wrong with Katie’s voice, but I’m not awake enough to figure out what it is.

“You usually wait for me.”

“Sorry, Jake, I woke up early. Have you seen the news?”

“What news?”

Andrews interrupted, “Special Agent Burke wants to see you right away.”

“Hold on a minute, Katie.” I put my hand over the receiver, the full darkness of bad news settling over me. “What’s wrong, Andrews?”

“Special Agent Burke wants to see you right away. The whole building is a madhouse.”

This was bad. I knew Neil Burke, special agent in charge of the Washington office, and he wasn’t someone who would let it turn into anything close to a “madhouse.” A recipient of the Navy Cross for valor in Vietnam, Neil faced each and every crisis with calm determination. Katie had once said that if Neil was on fire, he’d politely ask for a glass of water. Neil set the tone for the entire Bureau, and even when the press was howling at the door and heads were rolling down the aisles of Congress, Neil was relaxed, even icy.

“Katie, Andrews from Neil’s office is here. I’ve got to go.”

“Okay, Jake. I’ve got my cell phone if you need me.”

“Right, good, see you later.”

I wipe the sleep from my face and say, “Okay, Andrews. Do I have time for a shower?”

Andrews shook his head. “I don’t think so, sir.”

“Damn.” I rubbed my beard. “A quick shave?”

“The director asked for you personally.”

That sealed it. Whatever had happened was big. Orlando Ravan, a stickler for chain of command, rarely asked to see me, preferring instead to send assignments through Neil. “What’s going on, Andrews?”

“You haven’t seen the news?”

I glanced at the bedside clock. “I don’t usually watch TV at six in the morning.”

Andrews went to the window and pulled back the curtains. From my balcony I have a terrific view across the Potomac. I can see the Jefferson Memorial, the top of the Lincoln Memorial through the trees, and the Washington Monument standing tall in the center of the Mall.

This morning, the lights of police cars, fire trucks, EMS vans, and Park Service patrols bounced off the Monument’s sides and filled the cherry trees with cheap lightning. Beyond that, a column of black smoke rose in the air and spread flat over the city, adding a pall to an already overcast day.

“There, sir, the smoke,” Andrews said.

I went to the window. “What is it?”

“A plane went down, sir.”

“Oh, no. Do we know if it’s an accident?”

“No, sir. Right now, nobody knows much of anything. But we think the First Lady may have been on board.”
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I was dressed and striding toward the elevators within two minutes. Andrews hurried to keep up. Inside, I started to push the button for the parking garage.

“I’ve got it, sir.” Andrews reached past me and hit the button for the roof. “The director sent the Black Hawk. The city’s sealed off. The traffic’s a mess.”

“You mean there’s a helicopter pad up there?” I had never been up on the roof of my building, but a pad up there wouldn’t surprise me. I live in Crystal City, home to some important people, too important to waste their time idling in D.C.’s notorious congestion.

Andrews touched his brow, trying to hide from the news. “Ah, no, sir, there’s no pad.”

“But, how…,” I started, and then knew why Andrews looked as if he’d dressed in a wind tunnel.

“Hope you’ve been keeping up with your PT, sir.”

On the roof, Andrews keyed his radio, and from below the HRT Black Hawk helicopter rose up and floated to just above where we were standing. The wind tore at my jacket and I thought for a moment that we’d be blown over the edge. The door opened and a ladder tumbled down, twisting back and forth in the prop wash. Andrews grabbed the end. “You go, sir,” he shouted. “I’ll hold her steady.”

It had been a long time since I’d run the course at Quantico, and even then rope ladders were not my favorite obstacle. They’re unstable, by nature, and I’ve seen guys get turned upside down and dropped, guys younger and in better shape than I am. “You sure I just can’t meet you there?” I hollered.

Andrews smiled and shook his head. “It’s either this or swim the river,” he hollered.

“Okay.” I grabbed a rung and pulled myself up. The ladder seemed alive and irritated to have a passenger. As I climbed, it bucked and turned. The wind from the prop tore at me, trying to shake me loose, and if Andrews hadn’t been holding the ladder at the bottom, I believe I’d have been whipped off and tossed over the side.

It was only a climb of fifteen feet, but it seemed to take forever to reach the door and the helping hands of the crew chief. “Welcome aboard, sir,” he hollered.

I looked down and watched Andrews scramble up the ladder as easily as climbing into a top bunk.

Once the door was closed against the noise, I strapped myself in.

The crew chief gave the thumbs-up to the pilot, and the chopper lifted off, turned, and banked over the Potomac. As we entered the highly restricted airspace over the Mall, two marine Black Hawks joined us, one on each flank.

Andrews caught the questioning look and said, “Just a precaution, sir. We don’t know why the plane went down.”

Black Hawks had been shot out of the sky in Somalia, and the thought of being in someone’s sights, inside this flying box, didn’t make me feel all that secure.

We flew low over the trees and along the edge of the Mall. Above us, F-16s crisscrossed the sky in close formation. Below us, a pool of people spread across the lawn. All I could think of was how they were trampling my crime scene. In the center of the chaos was the wreckage. The fire was out, but the blackened metal was still smoking.

Four marine and two Metro Police helicopters hovered over the Capitol. Two others flew the length of the river, not more than fifty yards above the water, one on either shore. News choppers zipped along the edges of the restricted airspace, while every bridge, from Francis Scott Key to Francis Case, was choked with traffic. Nothing moved for miles. In the distance, I saw more smoke rising from the east side of the city.

“Looters,” Andrews shouted, “taking advantage of the unadvertised specials.”

“What about casualties on the plane?”

Andrews shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. But it doesn’t look like anyone could have survived that.”

I got that September Eleventh hole in the pit of my stomach, and I tried to focus on how best the Broken Wings could be used in the investigation. Our strength was in our flexibility and our ability to hit quickly before the suspects went to ground or fled the country. Unlike regular units, we were free of the layers of oversight and the constant stream of paperwork. And in a case this big, there would be paperwork thick enough to cover every bureaucratic backside in triplicate. Freedom made the Broken Wings efficient, but it also made us vulnerable, naked to politics and the press.

The year before we had been targeted by a radio talk jock who accused the team, and me in particular, of squandering taxpayer money on personal luxuries. We were innocent, but the charges were easy to make and hard to explain, so by the time we were cleared, the public’s attention had moved on to another manufactured scandal.

Our only shields were competence, the director’s clout, and the inside maneuvering of Mrs. Millicent De Vries. Since the death of Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham, Mrs. De Vries had become the most powerful woman in Washington, and the Broken Wings belonged to her. Her money made our unit possible, and her influence gave us what slight political cover we had.

There were five of us. Katie McManus and I, besides being romantically involved, were crime scene investigators. Trevor Malone, former Ranger and member of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, was our weapons and tactics expert. Our C-130 carried its own forensics lab, including a morgue, and we had our own medical examiner, Dominic Sanchez, a man who’d spoken for the army of the dead in Detroit. After his wife’s death, Dominic had nearly drunk himself onto one of his own slabs, but he was on the wagon and on our team and we were lucky to have him. Jerry Carruthers, our lab specialist and acknowledged genius in the field, I’d plucked from the halls of Harvard.

We called ourselves the Broken Wings, after the Bureau term for agents who could no longer cut it in the field. In the two years we had been together, we had solved a number of high-profile cases including the murder of the former FBI director. As anyone in this town will tell you, success makes headlines and enemies, and we made plenty of both.

No matter how good we were at solving crimes, our wings would have been permanently clipped had it not been for Mrs. De Vries and Orlando Ravan.

The director was an unusual man in Washington. He knew how to play the game, but was immune to the intrigues and backstabbing that surround power like flies on roadkill. He used us when it seemed right and didn’t if he thought we were too high profile to conduct a quiet investigation. Because, no matter what the case, we attracted press wherever we went. Sometimes it worked to our advantage, and sometimes it got in the way.

I expected Director Ravan would have his own ideas on where we would be most effective, but I also knew that Ravan listened to suggestions, and if he heard a good idea, he went with it. As someone once said, you can get a lot done in Washington if you don’t care who gets the credit, and Ravan honestly didn’t care.

There isn’t a pad on top of the J. Edgar Hoover Building, so the Black Hawk set down on the Ellipse between the White House and the Washington Monument. Dozens of men in dark suits and sunglasses, their Uzis drawn, created a perimeter around the helicopter as I disembarked. Joe Ripley, Neil Burke’s clerk, met me at the chopper door and shook my hand. “That was quick.” He tried to make it sound light, but gloom was in the air as thick as the smoke that spread over the Mall.

The helicopter lifted off and the hot wind whipped us. “We’ll have to hoof it,” Joe said. “The whole city’s in gridlock.”

We took off at a trot down Pennsylvania Avenue. “Aren’t we going to Neil’s office?”

“The Hoover Building,” Joe said. “He’s with the director.”

“Any news?” I said.

“I’ll let the director fill you in. Who knows what’s happened in the past ten minutes.”

It was a run of a little more than half a mile, but in the heat of the morning, in a jacket, I was sweating before we reached Fifteenth Street. Everywhere I looked I saw chaos. Every street was blocked by traffic, every intersection was manned by policemen in riot gear trying to keep drivers from abandoning their cars. Thousands of gawkers choked the streets, trying to get closer to the Mall, while other police tried to hold them back. Sirens split the air and emergency vehicles were forced up onto the sidewalks. As we approached the Hoover Building, we saw more and more armed security. So many policemen were in full riot gear, armed with automatic weapons, it reminded me more of a Central American capital than the capital of the Free World.

Joe took me through the director’s entrance. Security checked our credentials three separate times, made two calls, had us clear our weapons and recite Hoover’s hat size before we were allowed in.

Inside, the air-conditioning cooled the sweat on my face.

“I see you still carry the Airweight,” Joe said, referring to the revolver tucked into my ankle holster.

“Yeah. Katie’s always after me to carry something with more firepower, but I tell her that I’ll hold off the press if she’ll shoot the bad guys.” I gave it a beat. “Or was I supposed to shoot the press while she holds off the bad guys? I forget.”

Joe smiled at my attempt to lighten the morning. He was polite that way.

We got into the elevator and Joe pressed the button for the top floor. At seven, the elevator doors opened onto a hallway filled with running people. Phones rang and people barked. Harry Gillette, looking too busy and too important, ran toward us. Harry was Neil’s assistant, and even this early, in this pandemonium, Harry was impeccable from his capped teeth to his capped black oxfords, looking like a glossy magazine ad for fussy men whose priorities were hopelessly skewed. Harry didn’t like me, and he liked the idea of Broken Wings running investigations outside of his control even less. He pointed at me as if I were a mutt who’d strayed in from the street. “Turn around.”

“What?”

He waggled his finger at me. “Go home. We don’t need you, Donovan.”

“The director sent for him,” Joe said.

“And now he’s unsending him.” Gillette stood, his arms crossed, in the center of the hallway.

“Unsending? Is that a word?” I tried to get past him but Gillette moved to block me. We stood nose to nose, so close I could smell his Old Spice.

“Go out of my space, Donovan.”

I pushed in closer, making him step back.

People in the hallway stopped and watched, hoping I’d knock Gillette onto his well-upholstered ass. Harry was the kind of man who inspires applause when he slips on the ice.

Joe Ripley’s cell phone rang. “Ripley,” he answered. He listened. “Yes, sir. He’s right here, sir.” Ripley looked at me as if searching for the answer to some question on my face. “Yes, sir. I understand. Yes, sir.” Joe closed up his phone. “You have to go home, Jake.”

“What?” We were standing at the elevator doors. People eased past us, coming and going, trying not to make eye contact. “What do you mean, I have to go home?”

“That was Neil. He said to send you home.”

“But why?”

Joe shook his head. “I don’t know, Jake. I really don’t know.”

Gillette smiled. “Why don’t you and your team go find a TV camera to stand in front of.”

“Hey, Harry, when you make cases, the newspeople come to you. But you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

The elevator doors opened. I turned to Joe and said, “How am I supposed to get home?”

Harry laughed and Joe turned red.

“Take the Metro, Donovan,” Harry said. “Maybe you’ll get to sign a few autographs for the tourists.”

I gave Harry a look that, if there had been any justice in the Justice Department, would have set his hair on fire. I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Uh, Joe?” I half turned, not wanting Gillette to hear me ask, “This is so embarrassing. I mean, I got dressed so quickly. Could you lend me a couple bucks for the Metro?”

Joe handed me a five and said, “Get a cup of coffee, Jake. On me.”

I could hear Gillette laughing even after the elevator doors closed.

The Metro platform was so crowded people were in danger of falling onto the rails. I tried to be inconspicuous but at six-four with a face that’s been on a dozen crime shows, there’s little I can do if someone recognizes me. It took an hour to get home and I must have been asked a thousand times who I thought did it.

When I finally made it into my apartment, Katie was standing in front of the TV drying her hair with a towel. She was dressed in her usual uniform: jeans, sneakers, and a plain white T-shirt. She made dressing down look damn good. In fact, she was a bright spot in what had been a pretty bad morning.

“The First Lady’s alive,” she said without turning away from the screen. “She was supposed to be on that plane, joining her husband, when it happened. They were on their way to Florida.”

“I heard,” I said. “The Metro’s full of rumors. It was the Iraqis, the Aryan Brotherhood, the Russians, the Afghanis. One guy swore it was Ted Kennedy avenging his brothers. And everyone wanted to know what I thought. Of course, no one believed that I knew even less than they did.”

Katie sat on the ottoman in front of the TV and rewound a videotape. “Look at this, Jake.”

I sat on the edge of the sofa and rested my elbows on my knees. On-screen a young boy waved at the camera. I recognized the MIA stands. This was shot across the street from the Lincoln Memorial, looking toward the Washington Monument. The sky and the closed MIA stands told me this was shot early in the day.

The cameraman panned left and the Washington Monument came into frame. The camera panned right and high over the Potomac; leaving Reagan National, a small private jet, what we now knew was a Hawker 700A, was just a speck against the gray sky. The cameraman zoomed in. His voice said, “Jimmy, look at that. I bet someone powerful’s in there, heading off to do important things. Could even be the president.”

A child’s voice, brimming with scorn for a hopeless parent, said, “The president flies in Air Force One.”

“Maybe the vice president then,” the dad said, clueless.

The airplane banked right toward Virginia, and as it leveled off, the tail exploded. The cameraman bobbled the camera and the screen was filled with sky, then grass, then treetops. When the picture settled, the plane had done a one-eighty and was spinning toward the Mall, trailing smoke. It crashed just beyond the Washington Monument and the cameraman whispered, “My God, oh, my God. Jimmy, Jimmy, oh my God.”

“The guy’s already been offered six figures for this,” Katie said.

“I’m not surprised.” I looked at Katie. “Where did you get it?”

She turned her head and paused for just a beat. “I’d rather not say, Jake. You know the rule.”

I nodded. “Never tell where you get your information if you want to keep getting information.”

“When you have a need to know, Jake.”

“Okay. Any word on why the First Lady was supposed to be aboard?”

“She was hitching a ride with a congressman’s wife. It was his plane. Jason from North Carolina. They think he was on board, too.”

“Anyone else?”

“The army chief of staff, some aides, others not yet identified. All heading to Florida for a briefing with the president.”

I watched Katie fidget with her hair. Something wasn’t quite right with her, but I knew better than to ask. Katie gets into these distant moods at times and it’s best just to let her find her own way back. “You were at the gym all morning?” I tried to make it sound conversational instead of an interrogation.

Katie’s eyes darted left. “Yes, I did a longer run than usual.”

“You hear the news there?”

“Am I under arrest, Officer?”

“Yeah, let me go get the cuffs.” She laughed and I let it go. Katie was lying, and as an investigator herself, she knew I knew. When people tell the truth, they look right, where memory lives. When they tell a lie, they look left, toward fabrication. It has to do with the map of the brain and how we retrieve memory. It’s a good thing to know if you’re interrogating a murder suspect, playing poker, or buying a used car.

Katie and I had been together as a couple for almost two years. Before that she had been one of my students at Quantico and then my colleague in the Bureau. She was thirty-one, which meant I had ten years on her in the field and fifteen everywhere else. Like all the Broken Wings, Katie was profoundly independent. While we spent most nights together, she also kept her own apartment in Alexandria. She had been married once before, to another agent, but he had left her for a piece of fluff from Records, and no one who knew Katie could figure out why. She was beautiful, intelligent, and dangerous—an irresistible combination.

But Katie wasn’t easy to live with. She could slip into a depression that lasted for weeks. When you spend your days investigating child homicides or, as we’d just done in Virginia, a string of murder rapes that ended with the elderly victims being nailed to chairs and set on fire, the nights can be plenty dark. All of us who do this kind of work live on the edge of a large, black hole, but Katie’s seemed darker and deeper than most.

Katie walked into the kitchen and came back with a cup of coffee. “So, tell me about your morning.”

I told her about the chopper ride across the river and what had to be the shortest time on an investigation on record. When I got to the humiliation in the hallway, when I had to beg money for the ticket home, Katie laughed out loud. “It made Harry Gillette’s whole week,” I said, appreciating the humor for the first time that day.

“Yeah,” Katie said. “But it wasn’t up to Harry to cut you loose.”

“I know. But why would Ravan send the Black Hawk for me and then change his mind?”

“You know why.”

“He was overruled.” I sat back against the sofa cushions and let out a long breath. “Armstrong. It had to be Armstrong.”

“Give the man a cigar. He’s taking charge of the investigation. It was just announced.” Katie nodded at the TV.

Phillip Armstrong was the newly appointed attorney general, head of the Justice Department, and therefore, in charge of the FBI. If he wanted to take over an investigation, he could. If he wanted to close an investigation, he could. If he wanted to assign Scully and Mulder to an investigation, well, he could probably do that, too. There was no question that if he wanted to cut an old adversary out of the biggest case of the century, he had the juice to do it. Armstrong and I had history, and it was ugly.

I was still in the Bureau and had been helping the local police with a triple homicide in Armstrong’s jurisdiction. The investigation had turned up evidence in a capital murder case that had cleared a man Armstrong had sent to death row the year before. What was worse, Armstrong had known the man was innocent and had suppressed the evidence.

The more I pulled on that thread, the more Armstrong’s integrity had unraveled. I soon learned of several other cases where evidence was lost or witnesses had changed their stories after spending an afternoon with the prosecutor.

One afternoon, I told him in confidence what I had found and warned him that if I could do this, so could a smart reporter, and maybe he should conduct his business with an eye more to the law than to his political career.

As it turned out, however, a friend and former student of mine was preparing to run against him for state attorney general. Armstrong threatened to prosecute me on blackmail charges.

Eventually, Armstrong ran, and when an investigative reporter came across the same evidence I had, he lost. Of course, Armstrong blamed me for feeding the evidence to the press. He even claimed I’d done it in exchange for an appearance on a morning talk show.

Fortunately for Armstrong he had friends in high places, and when the former attorney general had a heart attack, Armstrong received the appointment. Some liberal senators raised questions about his past, but he was in the end approved and the nation’s attention moved on to the next fresh scandal.

I had become a Broken Wing by the time Armstrong was appointed attorney general, and thanks to Ravan and Mrs. De Vries, I was protected from any direct retribution from him. But I knew I was high on Armstrong’s enemies list, and the way this guy juggled the law, I considered it a source of pride. A man’s strength is not measured by his friends, but by his enemies. I think I read that on a place mat at Denny’s.

“So, what do we do now?” Katie asked.

“We wait. Something’s bound to come up.”

“You mean we hope for a homicide? Maybe we should paint a vulture on the nose of the Broken Wing.”

I rubbed my hand over my unshaven jaw. “Always looking at the bright side, huh, Katie?”

So, as Katie and I contemplated sitting out what could be the biggest case not only of our careers but our lifetime, the phone rang. Our dark prayer had been answered. Someone had been murdered.
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Katie and I climbed into the Aston Martin and I turned the key. Silence. Katie knew the drill. She reached behind the seat, pulled out an ancient beat cop’s nightstick, and handed it to me as I got out of the car.

I opened the hood, leaned close to the fire wall, and gave the starter a hard whack. I climbed back behind the wheel and twisted the key. The Aston Martin started with a roar.

Tucking the nightstick back in its place, Katie asked, “What’s wrong with the starter?”

“Bad spot on the armature, I think.”

“Why don’t you get it fixed?”

“It starts.”

“But you have to get out and open the hood anytime you want to go anywhere.”

“I like to think of it as an antitheft device.” I threw the little car into gear and headed into the crowded streets.

It took us nearly three hours to drive what should have been twenty minutes up to Cleveland Park, passing through several checkpoints on our way. At Wisconsin and M Street, a cop recognized me and filled us in on the latest rumors. “Ragheads, they think. Lucky for us their intelligence sucks, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Lucky for the First Lady.”

“Not so lucky for General Buckholz, though.”

“No,” I said. “Or the others.”

The radio reported that the authorities had determined this to be a terrorist act. Ten people were dead including Army Chief of Staff General Sam Buckholz, four other army officers, and three civilian defense workers. Several people on the ground were injured in the explosion, but their current status was unknown. The White House had released a statement saying that the First Lady had been scheduled to be on that flight, but had given up her seat for the general and his people. The press secretary was quoted as saying, “Concern for the security of the United States is always the First Lady’s priority. Her heart goes out to the families of the men lost in service to their country.”

The president had issued a statement promising to hunt down and bring to justice the people responsible for this attack on his family and the nation, but he had neglected to say who those people might be.

Public radio ran the attorney general’s first press conference. Armstrong outlined the investigation so far. There were FBI raids across the nation, hauling in known operatives in fringe movements, from Middle East revolutionaries to homegrown terrorist militia members. The same thing was happening abroad, only with a little less attention paid to civil rights. “Every resource is being called upon to find those who perpetrated this heinous act of cowardice,” Armstrong said.

“Not quite,” Katie said.

“They will be brought to justice, make no mistake,” Armstrong said. “They will discover that this world is not large enough to hide from the United States of America.”

“Tell that to Eric Rudolph,” I said, referring to the bombing suspect who had eluded the FBI for years in the North Carolina mountains.

“Or J. P. Napoleon,” Katie said. J. P. Napoleon was the head of Empire International, a conglomerate with its hands in dozens of legal and illegal industries, from pharmaceuticals to small arms. He was also my own Moby, my white whale, a man I couldn’t prove existed, but a man who had haunted my career as surely as the Black Diamond Killer haunted my dreams.

Some people said that Napoleon was actually several men, and others said he was merely the creation of one man’s imagination. Still others suspected he was Fletcher De Vries, the former husband of our own financial backer, Millicent De Vries. Supposedly drowned years ago, Fletcher De Vries had been seen at a number of jet-set soirees throughout Europe and the Far East, a remarkable show of social élan for a corpse.

Aside from the traffic, the bullshit coming from my radio, and the thought of Napoleon, my absurdly named nemesis, the drive was pleasant. We drove past Embassy Row and into Cleveland Park, a beautiful neighborhood of steep lawns and stately homes. Mrs. De Vries lived in a spectacular stone mansion just a soul’s breadth from the National Cathedral. With the right security clearances and party affiliation, you could walk over to the vice president’s residence and chat up energy policy. In the winter, when the trees were bare, you could see the cathedral’s rooftop from Mrs. De Vries’s driveway.

We were greeted at the front door by Frederick, Mrs. De Vries’s right-hand man. He led us into the solarium, dark on this overcast day, and brought us coffee.

“Mrs. De Vries will be right with you,” he said, and left Katie and me alone.

Katie had changed into a green blouse that matched her eyes and a gray suit that matched the sky. As we sat among the orchids and rare palms, I realized how much I depended on this beautiful young woman, not just professionally, but how much she had become a part of my life. Until Katie, I hadn’t become attached to anyone since my divorce, and now I couldn’t imagine what my days and nights would be without her.

She caught me staring. “What? Do I have something on my teeth?”

“No. I like looking at you.”

She reddened and turned her face away. “Jake, stop it.”

Mrs. De Vries, elegant in dress and manner that comes from high intelligence, old money, and all the right schools, normally blew into a room on an endless supply of energy. But today, her usual sparkle was subdued as she greeted us: “Katie and Jake, the most dangerous couple in the capital. How are you?”

Behind her a man in his forties with an anchorman’s hair and the unmistakable smile of a career politician waited to be introduced. I recognized him as David Jason from North Carolina, already on the short list of possible presidential candidates, and the man with the great misfortune of having offered the First Lady a ride on his airplane. From his hair to the toes of his shoes, he looked far too polished to have spent the morning being grilled, but the lines around his eyes were deep, and his face showed signs of fatigue. Mrs. De Vries drew him closer.

“I recognize Mr. Donovan, of course,” Jason said, “but I have to say that your partner, Ms. McManus, is the one everyone talks about in Washington.” His manner was one of a country boy with a Duke University education, someone as comfortable in boardrooms as he was pressing the flesh at tobacco auctions.

“I am so sorry,” Katie said, and held his hand in the two of hers.

He managed a smile, but it was bruised. “Thank you, Ms. McManus, but we must remember that our country was the target, not me personally.”

“Still…”

Mrs. De Vries stepped in and took Katie’s hand from the congressman’s. “You probably don’t know.”

“What?”

“The congressman’s wife was supposed to have been aboard the plane with the First Lady.”

“Yes,” Katie said, “we heard. I’m relieved to know that you and your wife weren’t on board the plane.”

The congressman cleared his throat and, for a moment, looked as though a tear or two might come to those blue eyes. “Thank you. But those men…” He trailed off.

“They’re treating the congressman horribly,” Mrs. De Vries said. “And everyone’s so security conscious that I can get absolutely no information at all. We were curious to know if you had heard anything, Jake.”

Katie and I told what we knew, which was not much, and then Mrs. De Vries told what she knew, which was considerable. The wreckage hadn’t stopped smoking and she knew that the First Lady had been whisked off to Camp David; that the initial suspicion was some type of plastic explosive in the baggage compartment of the Hawker; and that a mechanic who worked on the congressman’s plane had been found shot in his home. “My contacts didn’t know if his murder was connected to the bombing.”

“If I had your contacts, I could solve ninety percent of the crimes in D.C.,” I said.

Mrs. De Vries, never comfortable with herself as the topic of conversation, said, “That’s why we called you, Jake. We need you.”

The congressman cleared his throat. “I understand you’ve been removed from the case.”

I nodded. “You know that we can’t help you with this. As much as we would like to.”

“That’s not why you’re here, Jake,” Mrs. De Vries said, “although I think it’s a shameful waste of talent. David here, even in this hard time, heard about my problem and offered to help.”

“What problem, Mrs. De Vries?”

“There’s been a murder, Jake, and my niece is missing.”

David Jason held Mrs. De Vries’s hand in both of his. “To not assist this grand lady in her time of need would be a crime in itself.” The way his voice dropped to barely a whisper that forced his listeners to lean in closer, the way he looked each one of us in the eye, the sincerity and determination of his tone, made me understand why he was so good at raising money and hopes within his party. I noticed that he wore a class ring and his nails were buffed to a high shine.

The congressman said, “I’ve spoken to local law enforcement and cleared the way for your involvement. I know how turf is protected and I wanted to make sure you would get all the cooperation necessary to do your job.”

“I appreciate that,” I said.

“It’s a small thing,” he said, “but it was a way I could help.”

Katie brought us down to business. “You said there’s been a murder.”

Jason freed Mrs. De Vries’s hand so that he could use his own to gently mold his words, as though the substance of his words would cut him. “William Rush, a key man in a technology start-up, has been killed.”

“When?” Katie asked.

“The police believe he was killed last night,” Mrs. De Vries said.

“The body was found this morning along a jogging trail in Research Triangle Park.” The congressman added, “We’re quite proud of the park in North Carolina. To have one of our brightest researchers murdered there is, I admit, a rather selfish reason for me to be involved.”

“Human nature runs on self-interest,” Mrs. De Vries said. “Not all of us are as honest about it as you, sir.”

“Especially given your current situation,” I said.

Jason shrugged. “There’s not much I can do about the explosion this morning, as much as I feel somewhat responsible for what happened.”

“Why is that?” Katie said, her concentration focused on the congressman, searching for physical reasons to believe his words or not.

“Because I was the one who extended the invitation to the First Lady.”

“You can’t hold yourself responsible for what happened, David,” Mrs. De Vries said, her hand on his forearm.

“But I can help here. I can use my influence for good here.”

That was true. Jason would be kept at arm’s length from the federal investigation, but he’d carry a lot of weight with the local police.

“Why do you think the locals need us?”

“Because they’ve already decided on the killer. There’s evidence that William Rush was having an affair with Janice Callahan, a married woman.”

“Janice was divorced,” Mrs. De Vries said.

“Is she your niece?” Katie asked. “Is she the one who’s missing?”

Mrs. De Vries nodded, her eyes closed, her lips tight. It broke my heart to see her in pain.

“But the police have already decided that it was the husband who did this,” Jason said.

“He’d be my first choice,” I said.

Katie said, “But you obviously think they have the wrong man.”

“First, they don’t have the husband. Not in custody. He’s disappeared. And second, William Rush was involved in some highly classified work. There are a lot of people who might want him dead. Now, I don’t know who did it, but I think there are more suspects than just the husband.”

“If you mean foreign governments, maybe you should be talking to Orlando Ravan,” Katie said.

Jason shook his head. “I’m afraid they’ve got their hands full at the moment.”

“Still, this might be something outside of our capabilities.” If this was a hit by a foreign agent, I didn’t want the Broken Wings getting mixed up with the intelligence community. Their morals and motives were far too slippery for a team of cops, especially good cops. “Espionage isn’t really our specialty. If it is espionage.”

“But murder is,” Mrs. De Vries said. “And you’re damn good at it.”

“I’m sorry to ask this,” Katie said, “but was your niece having an affair with the victim?”

Mrs. De Vries’s face turned to stone. “No. I don’t believe that. I can’t believe that. That’s why I need you to find her, Jake. I’m afraid that whoever did this to William Rush may be after Janice, too.”
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