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DISCLAIMER
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CHAPTER ONE


Over the Christmas holidays Callie and Jake Grafton invited some of Callie’s academic colleagues to their condo in Rosslyn for dinner. Callie had been a part-time language instructor at the university for many years and since she was a gregarious, intellectually curious person, made it her business to meet interesting colleagues at the faculty club and make friends.


After dinner Jake invited Professor Giovanni Mezzi to his study for a cognac while the other guests, including Mrs. Mezzi, visited with Callie. Jake knew from his wife that the scholar smoked a pipe whenever he could, so when they were in the study, Jake told him to light up.


After a pro forma objection just to be polite, the professor loaded his old pipe with a blackened bowl rim and set the tobacco afire with a lighter whose flame could have cut steel. He achieved ignition and exhaled clouds of pungent smoke, which quickly formed a haze that rose toward the ceiling.


Mezzi was a professor emeritus who taught only one course to grad students and busied himself with research in his field, which was political science. He had unruly white hair that he wore rather long and favored bow ties and British tweeds with elbow patches—tastes the professor had picked up when he was a Rhodes scholar at Oxford. He was comfortably plump and his clothes were rumpled.


Grafton, on the other hand, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, the CIA, was an inch or so over six feet, lean and trim, with graying, thinning hair combed straight back. He was wearing slacks and a tan shirt this evening, his usual at-home attire.


“Were you surprised at the outcome of the November election?” Jake asked casually. Vaughn Conyer had beaten Cynthia Hinton decisively in the Electoral College by winning five key states that the polls said were going Democratic: Pennsylvania, Florida, Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin. In January, Conyer would be inaugurated as the nation’s forty-fifth president.


“Like everyone,” the professor said seriously, and emitted three short puffs of tobacco fumes. He gestured with his pipe. “Lacking any private data, I accepted the polls as an accurate reflection of the mood of the electorate, which didn’t turn out to be the case.”


Jake nodded encouragingly and said, “I believe the pollsters were spectacularly wrong about Brexit last June.”


“Polls are art masquerading as science,” the professor said. “To have any pretension of being an accurate reflection of the public mood, one’s sample must be large enough to accurately weigh all likely voting groups and one must carefully construct the questions. Then there is the fact that some voters will change their minds after talking to the poll-taker and, human nature being what it is, some of them lie, either to make themselves look good to the poll-taker, to tell him what they think he wants to hear, or simply for the satisfaction of lying. Then there is the problem of people who don’t normally vote coming out of the woodwork for an election. Turnout is notoriously difficult to predict accurately.”


His tobacco had apparently gone out, so he fired off his blowtorch again and attended to it.


“Almost all the polls said Hinton had a comfortable lead and the media took them as gospel, even though unbiased observation showed that Vaughn Conyer was riding a groundswell of public approval that had carried him through the primaries against fifteen seasoned politicians. He was brash, a non-politician, and he pounded on the jobs issue and immigration, which proved to be key issues with the electorate. Hinton represented the political establishment and promised more of the same policies that huge numbers of people, the so-called ‘white male’ voters, rejected.”


“How did they miss all that?” Grafton prompted.


“When the media and public get the results of polls, we are faced with the problem of confirmation bias, which is the human tendency to favor evidence that confirms our pre-existing beliefs while ignoring evidence that we might be wrong. I suspect there was a lot of that leading up to the election.”


“What about all the post-election charges that the Russians interfered with our election?” Jake asked the question casually, but he leaned forward in his chair for the answer.


“The Russians hacking the Hinton staff’s emails?” Mezzi smiled. “That may or may not be true.” Two more puffs. “Political professionals regard the electorate as sheep to be herded and sheared. The emails stated that graphically and crudely, but that isn’t news. Elections aren’t held in a vacuum. Everyone influences an election by the things they say and don’t say. The world isn’t static and the news cycle rolls on relentlessly like a giant asphalt roller. People comment at home, at work, on social occasions, all the time. Also now on social media. All these things, or any one of them, can cause people who aren’t firmly committed to change their minds right up until they fill out the ballot.”


Jake took a tiny sip of cognac, and holding the glass between his hands to warm it, asked, “When you are looking over the election results, do you get any little suspicion that there might have been some fraud?”


The professor smiled, sipped cognac. and puffed contentedly. “The term ‘honest election’ is an oxymoron,” he said. “Election fraud, or voter fraud, call it what you will, is as old as elections and is everywhere, ubiquitous. Public office is a plum that often provides a large salary, prestige, influence, the opportunity for graft, and, of course, that ultimate aphrodisiac, power. Not everyone who runs for office is a scallywag, but many of them are, so a lot of brains are always trying to game the system.”


Mezzi went on between sips of cognac and leisurely puffs on his pipe. Slipping money to politicians was a practice as old as the pyramids, he explained, yet even if illegal, it was not election fraud. Plain and simple, election fraud meant attempting to steal an election by allowing ineligible people to vote, miscounting the votes, buying votes, or by some other method.


The smaller and poorer the voting district, the greater the temptation and opportunity for a politician to give the electorate a dishonest nudge his way. In the old days politicians stayed in power in poor counties for generations by buying votes for a half-pint of whiskey. The first person into the voting booth brought out a blank ballot, which he exchanged for a bottle. The second man took the marked ballot inside and put it in the box, and brought his blank ballot out to trade for a bottle, and so on. Political machines stuffed ballot boxes in the big cities—Truman’s defeat of Dewey with the help of the Chicago machine was legendary. Chicago politicians routinely waited until Illinois districts downstate had reported their totals so they knew how many votes they needed to manufacture, then they did it. That went on for decades.


Chicago was old news, yet even in our modern era big-city fraud seemed alive and well. “The press reported that in thirty-seven percent of the precincts in Detroit during the last election there were more ballots cast than voters registered. Amazingly, Democrat candidates were always the beneficiaries of these electoral miracles, so some people took that as proof that God was a Democrat.”


Grafton smiled, which was apparently the response Mezzi wanted.


“In 1993, the Pennsylvania Attorney General charged a state senate winner with vote fraud, and a judge overturned the election and gave his seat to his Republican challenger. One lovely comment was that the Democrats didn’t commit voter fraud all the time, ‘They only steal elections when they have to.’”


Mezzi continued, “Absentee ballots have always been open to fraud, but now any voter can request a mail-in ballot, so the vistas for cheating have expanded exponentially. County officials never have the funds or means to systematically purge voter rolls of dead people. Voters who have moved out-of-state and registered to vote elsewhere are still on the voter registration rolls in many counties nationwide. Voting your dead relatives’ mail-in ballots happens nationwide. In some places if a voter allows the sheriff or one of his deputies to mark an absentee ballot and mail it in, the voter can earn a little money, a bottle of booze, or have a misdemeanor traffic violation dismissed.


“The lack of laws that require voters to identify themselves with a photo ID while registering or at the polls was a boon for organized efforts to bus people around to vote the graveyards or the people retired in Florida or Arizona. Then there are illegal aliens voting: best guess was that there were thirteen or fourteen million illegals in the country—no one knows how many voted. The Democrats in California legitimized the scam by passing a law making it legal for aliens in the state to register and vote in violation of federal immigration laws, thereby diluting the vote of California’s American citizens, not only in state elections but in federal elections. These illegal voters would, the California Democrats hoped, help them stay in power. Of course, in Mexico only Mexicans with a government-issued photo ID card are allowed to vote.”


Grafton muttered, “As everyone knows, California isn’t Mexico.”


A flicker of a smile crossed Mezzi’s face. “The entire election system in America is a patchwork antique that desperately needs an overhaul, yet politics raises its slimy head whenever the subject is raised. Those politicians who think they benefit from crooked elections resist change with all their might. The federal government doesn’t run elections; counties do, supervised by their state governments, and they lack funds to change the system, even if they had the will.”


Complicating the whole matter were various southern states’ systematic efforts for a century after the American Civil War to deprive minorities of the right to vote. The federal government had successfully put an end to that, but politicians and judges opposed to voter ID reforms in the second decade of the twenty-first century still waved the bloody flag and fought tooth and nail in federal courthouses to prevent it.


The shift from paper ballots to voting machines with computer chips in their innards opened up a whole new way to cheat. In other words, new ways to deprive the American people of the right to rule themselves. Anyone with the money and organization, domestic and foreign, could get in the game.


“Can the election system be cleaned up?” Grafton asked.


Giovanni Mezzi shrugged. “People are people,” he said with a sigh. “If you plug one leak the dike starts leaking someplace else.”


“What do you think of the suggestion that this past election was rigged?”


“Not much. The voting machines and tabulating machines are not on the internet, so it would take an organization to fix a national election, lots of people.”


Grafton bored in. “How many?”


Mezzi looked thoughtful. “Maybe it could be done. All you have to do is get the swing states to go your way.”


“What if the polls were right and the results were doctored somehow? What if the election was stolen from Cynthia Hinton?”


“There’s no evidence of that,” the professor objected. He glanced into his pipe, which had gone out, and placed it in his pocket. “That said, the farther one gets away from the precincts, the cleaner elections look. One needs to be close to see the dirt.”


Grafton smiled and stood. “Perhaps we should join the rest of the guests,” Jake said.


Professor Mezzi agreed and led the way out of the study. Jake followed him out and firmly closed the door to keep the room from polluting the rest of the apartment.













CHAPTER TWO


Junior Sikes was a pedophile. He knew he had a dangerous obsession that might get him into serious trouble, but he couldn’t help himself. He was too frightened of possible discovery and arrest to attempt physical contact with children, so he satisfied himself with kiddie porn that he downloaded on his computer. It was a poor substitute for the real thing, but if he could keep his appetites under control by merely watching movies of men screwing little girls, he could avoid ruin, and the abyss.


He had attempted therapy for his problem on two prior occasions. The therapists made him talk during session after session about the domineering women of his youth, none of which did him any good. The past was past, may his aunt who raised him roast in Hell, and today he was who he was, a bald-headed little guy with a big chin and too much forehead that the girls in high school and college had never noticed.


These days he downloaded kiddie porn on his laptop and watched when he couldn’t think of anything but sex, which was several times a day. Even a few minutes was enough of a fix to hold him until he could get home to his big-screen computer. Junior spent at least three days a week traveling for his job, so he never downloaded porn on his office desktop. Sure, it was password protected, but everyone in the office was a nerd and hacker, so he didn’t want to run the risk. That nosy bitch in the next cubicle, Rosa, had her own hang-ups and wore men’s clothes and a butch haircut. She hated him and would cut off his cock if she had the chance.


This morning he was looking at some new porn he had downloaded at home last night when he heard footsteps coming down the hall, quickly. The footsteps of a group of people. He hit the escape button and the porn disappeared from the laptop screen. In its place was some code he was working on.


The office manager came into his cubicle, followed by two policemen in uniform.


“Back away from that laptop,” the manager said gruffly. She was a hefty black woman. She placed her hand on his shoulder and jerked him, chair and all, back from his desk so he couldn’t reach the computer keyboard.


“He was watching it, Miz Williams,” Rosa crowed as she elbowed her way around the two policemen who were blocking the opening to the cubicle. “I saw it. Filthy stuff.”


Junior Sikes stared at her.


How?


She saw the question on his face and a smirk of triumph crossed hers. “I cut a hole in the cubicle wall, you slimy little pervert!” She ripped down his calendar on the wall behind him, and there it was! A hole about the size of a quarter. She must have moved the calendar with a pencil eraser while his back was turned and looked through the hole.


“I’m afraid I’ll have to place you under arrest, Mr. Sikes,” one of the policemen said.


To Junior’s amazement, he found his voice. His world was crumbling, he was so frightened he was shaking, but he got it out. “Do you have a warrant?” he asked the policemen.


“I saw it!” Rosa said. “Men fucking kids. It’s on that laptop.”


“You need a warrant,” Junior managed.


“We have one,” the black policeman said, and handed Junior the sheet of paper. He tried to read it. It was dated yesterday. Based on a sworn affidavit. Rosa had sworn to it.


“We’ll take that computer too.”


A ray of hope peeked into Junior’s world. “Not without a search warrant,” he protested.


“They don’t need one,” Ms. Williams said flatly. “That computer is company property and I’m turning it over to the police.”


Junior stared at Rosa with hate in his eyes. “You goddamn filthy, cunt-lapping dyke!”


The policemen stood him up, cuffed him, and one of them took him away. The other stayed behind to sign a receipt for the laptop.
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When they took him in front of a judge that afternoon, Junior Sikes said he couldn’t afford a lawyer, so one was appointed for him. A public defender.


 The lawyer came to see him the next morning. He was a rumpled, overweight man, about forty, with a Van Dyke goatee and a ponytail dangling from thinning hair. The sleeves of his sports coat were frayed and shiny. His crooked tie had a spot on it that looked like mustard.


“My name is Dillworth,” he said. He settled himself comfortably on a chair across the glass barrier in the lawyer-client room. He got out a legal pad and pen from a ratty, gray, plastic, soft envelope. Uncapped the pen and inspected the tip for leaks. Apparently satisfied, he asked, “Your full name and address?”


Junior told him and Dillworth wrote it down.


“Age?”


“Thirty-four.”


“Got a criminal record?”


“No.”


“Man, I want to know if you’ve even been arrested for jaywalking.”


“No.”


When he had all the information he wanted, Dillworth said, “They found kiddie porn on that laptop you had at work and are executing a search warrant on your apartment this afternoon. Do you have a computer there?”


“Yes.”


“Got kiddie stuff on it?”


“Yes.”


Dillworth sighed and made a note. Like he was making a shopping list: milk, eggs, bread, and peanut butter. It wasn’t his life that was circling the drain.


“Are you any good?” Sikes asked. A good lawyer, he meant.


Dillworth didn’t look up from his pad. “After I finished my stint as clerk for Chief Justice Roberts, I turned down a professorship at Yale Law so I could be a public defender, spend my working days visiting clients in jail. I like the smell.”


“Can you get me out on bail?”


Dillworth eyed him critically. “Where are you going to go?” he asked.


“Home.”


“You’re lying, Sikes. You may think you can outrun the law, but I doubt it. You don’t look as if you have what it takes to be a fugitive.”


“That’s none of your business. I want out.”


“They all do.”


“I have a right to get out. Innocent until proven guilty.”


Dillworth sighed. “If I had a dollar for every innocent man I’ve defended, I couldn’t afford a Happy Meal.”


“I didn’t shoot or rape anybody.”


“They haven’t charged you with those crimes,” he said dryly. “Can you afford bail? Gotta pay ten percent in cash to a bail bondsman. Ten grand on a hundred-thousand-dollar bond. The judge will go at least that much for kiddie porn, maybe more since you’re a dangerous pervert.Your arrest made the local news section of the morning paper, the tweeters are twaddling, and he’s up for re-election. You got that kind of cash?”


“Well . . . ”


“If you do, you can afford to hire your own lawyer. I defend indigent clients, the oppressed, the under-privileged, the downtrodden, you know the bullshit. So . . . ”


Junior Sikes rubbed his large forehead. Jesus, he was neck-deep in the shit. Now or never. He pretended to think for ten seconds or so, then played his ace.


“I want to talk to the FBI,” he said.


If Dillworth was surprised it didn’t show. He made another little note. Jelly for the peanut butter. “What about?”


“I’ll tell them.”


Dillworth looked him over and nodded slowly. “Like the feds come trotting whenever I give them a call. You’re going to have to give me enough to elevate them off their asses at the federal courthouse or you can forget it.”


Junior Sikes wiped his forehead. And his eyes, which were leaking a little.


“I work for American ElectTech. We make and sell voting machines. The company has been rigging them so they change votes.”


“Are you shitting me, Sikes?”


“The last election and the next.”


“You were involved in that?”


“Yes.”


“How involved?”


“I helped write the code—it varied from jurisdiction to jurisdiction—and installed it on ElectTech machines around the country when they had us in for a pre-election function check and certification of the machines.”


“The company knew that you were doing this?”


“They told me what races to fix and what percentage the various candidates were to get. After Hinton lost the election anyway, they started doubling down on the next one. Getting more sophisticated. I’m working on the software now.”


“And they called the cops because you had porn on your computer? You expect me to believe that?”


“It was that dyke, Rosa Caputo. She’s on the software team too, but she’s a moron. She called the police and swore out a complaint. The company probably didn’t know about it until the cops showed up.”


Dillworth’s eyebrows went up and he examined Junior’s face, his skepticism obvious. Then he gave that up as a waste of time. With his lips screwed up, he made another note, longer this time. He put his legal pad and pen back in the plastic envelope and stood. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said. “Don’t hold your breath.”


The attorney walked out.
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Junior Sikes had a cell to himself. The cells up and down his row had inmates, usually two, and they talked back and forth. Junior didn’t say a word to anyone. He was so depressed he stretched out on the bunk, closed his eyes and didn’t move. He began thinking about suicide, how easy it would be. Not in here, of course, but outside.


Poof, and it would be all over, the obsessions, the shame, the hopeless future. He tried to shut out the world, the sounds, the smell, the situation, all of it.


That evening he roused himself to pee, then sat on the bunk with his back to the wall and his eyes closed. Concentrated on breathing, on counting his pulse, on trying to just turn off his mind.


How would he manage to survive in prison?


When the deputy brought a tray for his dinner and slid it through the slot in the cell door, Junior didn’t even glance at it. He wasn’t the least bit hungry.


One of the guys in the next cell tried to talk to him, but Junior ignored him. Then Lights Out came and Junior curled up in a fetal position on the bunk. The light was on in the corridor; it never went off. Still, the forty-watt light in the cell was off and that afforded him a bit of privacy. For the first time in hours, tears leaked from the corners of his eyes.


He would never survive prison. He was a small man, never worked out, and would be physically abused. He would probably end up as some tattooed, biker drug-dealer’s butt boy. The FBI was his only hope. Testifying against the people at ElectTech in return for probation. Those people were guilty of felonies, as he was, but the first to turn state’s evidence could perhaps get leniency. Maybe even immunity.


He thought about the ElectTech crowd, the dyke Rosa, that bitch LaVerne Williams, both of whom threw him to the wolves. He was perfectly willing to put his co-workers in prison if he could stay out. After all, Rosa with all her kinks had been absolutely delighted to rat him out for kiddie porn. Her perversion was socially acceptable and his wasn’t. Junior told himself Rosa and LaVerne deserved whatever was coming.
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Junior was asleep when he heard the rattling on the cell door. It was the deputy. “Wake up, Sikes. You got a visitor.”


“What time is it?”


“Jail time, idiot. Get your flip-flops on and I’ll unlock the door.”


He put them on as the door swung open.


“I’m going to leave the cuffs off. Behave yourself or you’ll wish you had.”


He walked ahead of the deputy and asked over his shoulder, “Who is it?”


“FBI.”


They were amazingly early. He didn’t expect them for a couple of days. Or never. His heart leaped. Oh man, if he could only cut a deal!


The deputy took him to a well-lit interrogation room. One man was in the room, a middle-aged, fit, clean-shaven guy in a business suit, wearing a tie. A small recorder sat on the desk. Four chairs were arranged around the desk.


Without preamble, as the deputy turned to leave, the man’s hand came up and Junior saw with a start it held a pistol with a sausage on the barrel. The man pointed the gun at the deputy’s back and pulled the trigger. The report was just a small splut. The deputy fell forward onto the floor.


The pistol turned in his direction. “No . . . ” Junior said, lifting his hands as if pushing away the gunman. “No . . . ”


He didn’t see the flash or hear the shot. The bullet smacked him in the forehead and plowed through his skull into his brain. Junior was dead as he began to fall.













CHAPTER THREE


My name is Tommy Carmellini. My boss Jake Grafton, director of the CIA, had me on temporary assignment with an FBI task force investigating election fraud. When the call came in from the task force Special Agent in Charge, Margaret “Maggie” Jewel Miller, that a voting machine technician was in jail in Pennsylvania for kiddie porn and ready to talk about election fraud, I saddled up and drove from Washington.


Last November we had had one hell of a presidential election, the final face-off between the liberals, or “progressives” as they liked to call themselves these days, and everyone else. Representing the liberal establishment in a baggy pantsuit made in China or Bangladesh was Cynthia Hinton, wife of a former president, and herself a former U.S. senator and secretary of state. In the other corner was a billionaire businessman, Vaughn Conyer, who had never held an elected office, not even as a city councilman.


Hinton was the establishment candidate, promising more of the same. Conyer was a populist candidate, against everything the establishment stood for, and the huge underdog. In the summer of 2015, if you had gone to Las Vegas and plopped your savings account on Conyer’s nose, you could have gotten odds of twenty-five to one from the casinos, and everyone, including your spouse, would have thought you were certifiably nuts. That summer Hinton was an even bet in Vegas. Right up to the election, and even on election day, the pollsters, media, and odds-makers trumpeted that Hinton was going to win. But on election night when the votes were counted, the spavined dark horse that the pros said didn’t have a chance won, to the horror of the liberals and amazement of everyone else.


With that presidential election only four months past, the rumors of election fraud were still giving off smoke and heat, as they did in every election. I was on the FBI task force because unhappy Hinton supporters suspected, without evidence, that foreign governments might be involved. If they were, I was supposed to inform my boss so that the awesome power of the CIA could be harnessed to crush the guilty bastards and make them keep their foreign fingers out of our ballot boxes. As a cynic might say, Americans had been rigging elections for centuries and didn’t need foreign help.


In Pennsylvania I found a suburban motel and dropped into bed. A phone call from Maggie woke me up at seven in the morning.


She told me there had been a shooting at the jail, and the snitch that was going to rat out American ElectTech was dead. She would meet me there.


I showered, shaved, draped my manly form, put on my shoulder holster, and slid my Kimber .45 into it. I left my stuff in the room. Outside a gentle rain was falling from a solid slate sky and the air smelled of spring, a faint, sweet aroma of fertile earth. Bulbs in the motel’s flower bed were sending up shoots.


I fired up my ride, a 1974 Mercedes 450SL convertible in robin’s egg blue, and steered it to the filling station next door. I asked the counter person where the jail was as I paid for a large cup of coffee. She gave me a hard look, said she had no idea. I typed it into the map feature of my cell phone, and it popped right up. Google knows everything.


Maggie Miller was tall for a woman, with a long nose and a wide mouth. She had frown lines around her mouth, hard eyes, and salt-and-pepper gray hair. She wore no make-up that I could see. I thought she was in her mid-forties, but maybe it was just the job.


She was certainly stressed this morning. “They took the hard drive out of the jail monitoring computer system and shot everyone who saw them. Four men dead, one of them the snitch. The others were deputy sheriffs, jail employees. All were shot with what appears to be a silenced nine-millimeter pistol. Or two or three of them.”


The crime scene scientists were still photographing bodies, but I didn’t watch. I had seen too many bodies as it was, and I certainly didn’t need a gander at four more. In addition to the scientists, there were four FBI agents, a half-dozen city policemen, two state troopers, and six deputy sheriffs, all trying to stay out of the way. The sheriff, whose jail it was, was almost incoherent with rage.


I was in the intake room where prisoners were photographed and outfitted with a jail coverall and flip-flops when the crime scene investigators laid out Junior Sikes’s stuff on a table and began going through it. His wallet was there.


After they had emptied it, I bent over the table and examined without touching the three credit cards it contained. A Visa, a Mastercard, and an American Express card with the company’s name on it. His driver’s license was there too. I photographed the lot with my cell phone.


I looked through the rest of his stuff, which didn’t seem of interest, and asked, “Where’s the computer this guy used for porno action?”


“It was supposed to go to the crime lab this morning,” Maggie said, still frowning, “and was being held in the evidence locker. The lock is broken and it’s missing.”


“Did it have kiddie porn on it?”


“The sheriff’s deputies did a quick check yesterday and said it did.”


“Did they have his password?”


“An ElectTech rep gave it to them. They owned the computer, they said.”


“Ain’t security wonderful! What about ElectTech?”


“We’re getting a search warrant. We’ve surrounded the place and aren’t letting anyone in.”


“I’d like to go in for a look when you get the warrant.”


“Fine.”


“I’m going to get some breakfast. Call me, will you?”


She nodded and I beat feet.


On my way back to the motel—a free breakfast went with the room—I called Jake Grafton. Got him at home. I had worked with him on and off for years and knew him fairly well. He was a retired two-star admiral and if he had any nerves, I had never seen any evidence of them.


After I filled him in, I ventured an opinion. “It looks like a professional hit. Clean, fast, deadly. No clues to speak of, although maybe the scientists can come up with DNA or something. Forget fingerprints.”


“How about a search of the would-be snitch’s apartment?”


“FBI is getting a warrant.” I told him about the credit cards. “I’d like to send the photos to Sarah and let her see if she can hack into the credit card company’s records. Be nice to know where this guy has been for say . . . the last year or so. If he was doctoring voting machines, maybe Sarah can go look at one.”


I needed Grafton’s permission to ask Sarah Houston to do some illegal searching. If the CIA were ever called to account for illegal computer hacking, Grafton would take the heat. Sarah was the best hacker and data miner east of Shanghai, and my girlfriend. We tried to keep business and pleasure separate, but that didn’t work very well, so our relationship occasionally got messy.


“Sure,” he said.


We said goodbye and broke the connection.


Sitting in the motel’s parking lot with rain splattering on the car windshield, I diddled with my phone. Every few seconds I would pause to scan around the lot, seeing who was moving. I didn’t realize I was doing it until I found myself looking behind me. I had assassins on the brain.


Five minutes later the photos were on their way to Sarah along with an email detailing what I wanted.


I went into the motel and surveyed the breakfast bar. Lots of carbs from various boxes, probably from Costco. I ended up with two hardboiled eggs, yogurt, and another cup of coffee. Ah, the fast, glamorous life of a CIA spook.


I idly examined my fellow breakfast diners, wondering if any of them had been out doing evil things during the night. They looked like the usual half-awake tourists, civil servants, businessmen, and specialty construction workers, all about to pull stakes for another day in the work-a-day world.


As I shucked the eggs I wondered what I had gotten into this time. Assassins who smacked four guys in a county jail and waltzed out with a computer from the evidence locker seemed a bit heavier than a county clerk planning to stuff a ballot box. Be that as it may, the jail hits weren’t my problem. Election fraud was the FBI’s bailiwick, and assassins belonged to the cops. I was looking for a foreign connection. I had not the slightest clue how I would identify one unless I ran into a guy named Raskolnikov.


Two weeks ago this gig had looked like a nice break from the Washington grind, but now I wasn’t so sure. Bodies lying around made it something other than a routine voter-fraud case. Some heavy hitters were doing some shooting: it was enough to give you pause.


The coffee was pretty good, better than the stuff at the filling station, so I had another cup and settled in with a copy of the motel’s free newspaper, which was chock full of political news and sports.


The political, media, and financial establishments didn’t see Vaughn Conyer’s upset victory coming. The new president had now been in office a couple of months and was trying to fulfill campaign promises while, predictably, the establishment elites pushed back hard, street thugs rioted, and his political enemies howled. None of the twenty-some celebrities who had promised to leave the country if Vaughn Conyer won had actually done so, to the disgust of those who backed the winner. The American cultural divide, more like the Grand Canyon, yawned wider and deeper than ever. Another congressman was being prosecuted for graft, the Middle East was erupting again, European voters were giving their establishment some hard licks, Puerto Rican bonds were back in the news, and another big bank was in trouble with its regulators.


When I had my fill of politics, I turned to the sports pages. Baseball was in spring training in Florida and Arizona, and, according to one sports writer, had some strong young arms. I wondered if I could have made it in the major leagues as a pitcher. I hadn’t thrown a baseball since college but I could chuck a pretty good grenade. I decided that baseball was another opportunity on the road of life that I had missed. Oh well, a man can fantasize.
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Maggie called at ten o’clock. The FBI had found a judge and gotten a warrant. I used my iPhone’s map feature and drove over to the Elect-Tech building. The agent at the door was difficult, so I phoned Maggie and she came down and got me. I ignored the door dude and strolled in out of the rain behind her.


They were taking the place apart. The executive who ran the office was a woman named LaVerne Williams, and she wasn’t there. Actually, none of the employees were there. I stationed myself in her office and watched the agent and deputy sheriff—local law had men and women on the scene—and saw one of them turn out a drawer full of her personal stuff. An insurance bill had her address. I read it and left.


In the parking lot the rain was almost a mist. The drops caressed my cheeks as I walked to my ride. Safely in the driver’s seat, I typed the address into the map feature of my cell phone.


The house was ten miles away in a middle-class, mixed-race neighborhood. The yard was beginning to show traces of green through the winter detritus. Not a cop or agent in sight. I had gotten there before them. I reached under the seat, extracted my pack of lock picks and a pair of latex medical gloves, and pulled the gloves on.


The paint had worn off years ago on the area of the porch where people walked, and several of the boards were rotten. Still, it was a nice, modest house, just needing some maintenance. I pushed the doorbell and heard it dinging inside. No one came to answer it. After knocking repeatedly on the door and hearing nothing from within, I tried the doorknob. It turned.


I glanced around to see who was watching—apparently no one. It was a workday and kids were in school. Still, a journalist might arrive at any moment. I touched my shoulder holster before I realized that I had done it, then opened the door, stepped in, and pushed the door shut until the latch clicked.


“Hello. Anyone home?” I called loudly.


Silence.


I knew nothing about LaVerne Williams, whether she was married or living with someone, whether she had an elderly relative at home or lived alone.


I looked through the rooms on the ground floor—living room, kitchen, dining room, a half bath—then opened the door to the garage. Her car was in there, plus a lawn mower and some other stuff.


So where was she?


I had made it to the ripe old age of thirty-four by being careful, so I pulled the Kimber .45 from my shoulder holster and stood listening. The house was quiet. The silence was interrupted by a tinkling as ice fell into a tray in the refrigerator freezer.


I went up the stairs with the pistol in hand. My subconscious was trying to tell me something. No one around, the car in the garage . . .


She was in the master bedroom, or at least the big one. On the bed.


“Miz Williams?”


I took a few steps closer and got a good look. Her mouth was open and she had a bullet hole in the front of her head. Her eyes were open, frozen. Not much blood, which meant she had probably died instantly or within seconds.


I put my naked wrist on her bare arm. She was fairly cold. I’m no expert but I’ve seen my share of corpses. She had been dead for hours, shot sometime during the night. A small pocket pistol lay near her hand on the bed. Perhaps she awoke when she heard noises, someone climbing the stairs. She heard the noises, grabbed the gun, the door opened . . . and bang. I thought it doubtful that a suicide would hold the pistol up to her forehead and pull the trigger with her thumb. The scientists would definitely answer the question of suicide by comparing a bullet from the pocket pistol with whatever they could find in her head or buried in the mattress.


I checked out the bathroom, the guest bedroom, and the closets. Took a deep breath.


LaVerne Williams knew too much. Like Junior Sikes. Too bad for her.
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Perhaps the scientists could find something in that house that pointed toward the killer, but I didn’t bother looking. On the porch, with the door closed, I called Maggie Miller on my cell. “That woman who ratted out Junior Sikes—do you have her name and address?”


“Sure. Rosa Caputo. Why?”


“I’m over at Miz Williams’s house, and someone killed her during the night. The front door was unlocked. I want to check on Caputo. You’d better send someone over here.”


Caputo lived in an apartment complex, a fourth-floor flat. It was a newer building and had skinny trees in islands in the parking lot, which was only about a third full. A sheriff’s car sat at the entrance with the emergency lights flashing. A uniformed deputy sheriff and an FBI agent were in the lobby talking to the superintendent when I walked in.


I knew what was upstairs . . . just knew.


The FBI agent glanced at me, said “You’re Carmellini?”


I nodded.


He motioned for me to come with him. My feet felt like they weighed twenty-five pounds each as I walked onto the elevator behind the three of them. On the way to the fourth floor no one said anything. The super had a master key, but he didn’t need it. The FBI guy turned the knob and I followed the law in. The super stood in the hallway, twisting his hands as a little dog circled his feet and yapped madly. Looked to me like the pooch was desperate to get out to answer nature’s call.


Rosa Caputo and her live-in female companion were both dead. Rosa was in the living room near the door in her pajamas and the companion was in bed in the only bedroom. Both had bullets in their heads. Their bodies looked helpless, pathetic. What a waste!


I went down in the elevator and stood a while in the rain. A van with the call letters of a local television station drove up and disgorged a female reporter and a male cameraman. I unlocked my car and climbed in as the super came out with the dog on a leash.


I gotta get in another line of work. Sooner rather than later.
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Seven dead people, four of them in the county jail—there was no way on God’s green Earth to keep the murders under wraps for a few days.


Interviews with the local sheriff, an infuriated, balding career cop, were also on the air. No, he didn’t know the motives behind these murders—“assassinations” he called them—but law enforcement investigations had been launched. The voters could rest assured that no stone would be left unturned until the guilty party or parties were brought to justice. In fact, the FBI was also investigating.


The natural question was why the FBI, which only investigated federal crimes, was involved since murder was a state crime. So a television reporter asked it as the camera captured every dancing pixel: “Why the FBI?”


“The Election Fraud Task Force,” the sheriff answered, as if that fact was unimportant. After all, the FBI was the FBI.


Some of the victims worked for ElectTech, a local company that made voting machines and sold them nationwide. Now that the FBI Election Fraud Task Force was involved . . . the story went thermonuclear. Within minutes it was all over local radio and television, then the networks. The next morning it was front-page news coast to coast. I read it in my motel’s free newspaper while I ate two more boiled eggs and yogurt.
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We were in a conference room at ElectTech going over what the task force had uncovered in the files when Maggie Jewel Miller got a call. She looked at the number on her phone, then left the room to talk. When she came back in, she wore a scowl. Everyone looked at her. “We’re off the case,” she said. “Justice Department’s orders.”


Everyone around the table tried to talk at once. Miller spoke and her voice carried through the hubbub. “We’re to turn the case over to local law enforcement and go back to Washington.”


They sullenly chewed the rag for a while, but they were pros and weren’t going to buck the boss. I went outside and called Jake Grafton at CIA Headquarters in Langley. Didn’t get him, but got an executive assistant whom I knew well.


Grafton called back in ten minutes. The conversation was short. After I gave him the news, he said, “Come back to Washington. We need to talk.”
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The new FBI director was a man named Robert Levy, who had started out in Army Intelligence, then went to a high-tech firm that sold lots of stuff to Army Intelligence. From there, somehow, he got into law enforcement. The previous FBI director left immediately after the new president’s inauguration, resigned as an alternative to being publicly fired. So here Levy was on the job as the nation’s chief cop.


Levy refused to come to Langley for lunch, so Grafton refused to go to the Hoover Building downtown. Instead they met at a picnic shelter in Rock Creek Park. Six FBI agents were scattered around the perimeter of the picnic area, joined by Grafton’s two bodyguards. Five guys and three gals, all packing serious heat and wired with radio microphones and receivers. A gentle rain dripped off the shelter roof.


Grafton and Levy sat at the picnic table with a pizza in a box. “Seven people dead in Pennsylvania and Justice called you off,” Jake Grafton said. “How come?”


“You could have asked me that on the telephone.”


“I wanted to see your face, Levy.” Grafton took two pieces of pizza from the box and put them on a napkin. He licked his fingers. “People say that when you’re lying you can’t look anyone in the eyes.”


“What son of a bitch told you that?”


“Reem Kiddus.” Kiddus was the new president’s chief of staff.


“Consider the source. What did you want to make this secret powwow about, anyway?”


“Why did you call off the Election Fraud Task Force in Pennsylvania?’


“Because Kiddus told the AG to talk to me. I would have told you that on the phone.”


“Any explanation?”


“‘The election is over,’ he said, ‘and the president wants to move on.’”


“So now the FBI is taking orders from the White House?”


“Don’t give me that shit. I just got this job. The last guy about sank the agency. Morale is in the toilet. This agency investigates federal crimes. Do you know of any federal crimes we aren’t investigating?”


“No.”


“I am not going to waste time and assets stirring the cesspool on the off chance one will surface. If you find one, give us a call.” Levy got up and walked off. His bodyguards tagged along.


Jake Grafton picked up a slice of pizza and got busy chewing and swallowing.


Back in his office, Jake sent for Sarah Houston, his computer guru. She was tall and had long, dark-brown hair, almost black. Her nose was thin, not too long, and she had dark brown eyes set wide apart and a square jaw. When she smiled she showed a mouthful of beautiful white teeth.


“I have a project for you,” he said after she was seated, erect in a chair beside his desk, her knees together. “I want you to do a spreadsheet on the counties in six states: Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Florida, and Ohio—the swing states that went for Vaughn Conyer. I want you to compare the presidential election results from 2012 to the county-by-county results in 2016.”


“Okay.”


“What I am interested in is how many counties actually swung their states from Democrat to Republican.”


“Election fraud?”


“I want to examine the possibility. You read the newspapers?”


“I do.”


“The interesting fact about presidential elections in America is that we have the Electoral College, which makes each state a winner-take-all proposition. The College was the great political compromise that made ratification of the constitution possible back in 1788. The little states didn’t want the large states to decide elections. Yet the large states wanted more of a say in who got elected. The Electoral College forced political parties to campaign nationwide and have national platforms. Arguably, the Electoral College is one of the reasons that the United States has lasted from 1788 until now, 229 years, even though the nation has changed dramatically from a few states with agricultural economies strung along the east coast to the richest nation on Earth with over three hundred million people spread across the continent.”


Sarah remained silent. She was used to her boss talking out loud, a bit like a college professor preparing the ground. Or, she imagined, a navy admiral defining the problem for his staff.


“Consequently,” Grafton continued, eyeing her, “it isn’t necessary for a candidate to win the popular vote nationwide. He or she only need win the key states by a simple majority. One more than half. The amazing thing is how slim the majority can be, if it is in states with significant numbers of electoral votes. A few percentage points in key precincts or counties can do the trick.”


He paused, his eyes on hers. She nodded, indicating she understood.


“I want you to identify the counties that swung the states. We may or may not look at precincts later. Right now I want you to concentrate on counties.”


“Yes, sir.”


“How long will it take?”


“Not long. The numbers should be easy to obtain. I should have the spreadsheet for you tomorrow.”


He nodded and wiggled a hand, signifying the interview was over. Sarah rose and left the office.
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I checked out of the motel and got on the road. The rain had stopped but the clouds were low and visibility was perhaps two miles at most. Traffic threw spray from the road and I had to keep the wipers in constant motion. The road was full of trucks rolling fast, a never-ending stream, like blood in a big artery.


I automatically checked the mirrors now and then, looking for a tail. If I had one, he or she was hanging well back. Not that I expected a tail, but with seven bodies back up the road, it never hurts to be careful.


I had worked for Jake Grafton on and off for years. He had been the Pentagon’s go-to troubleshooter until he retired. Retirement for him lasted a year or two, then he went to the CIA, my agency. His prominent nose looked like an oversized after-market item that somebody glued on when the original manufacturer’s equipment wore out. It was the thing folks noticed when looking at him for the first time, but his gray eyes soon captured everyone’s attention and they forgot about that nose.


The eyes were hard and cold and stayed on you. Used to be that those eyes kinda intimidated me, but not anymore. They were the perfect advertisement for precisely the kind of man he was: extremely competent and a fierce, ruthless warrior. I don’t know that I really liked him, but I respected the hell out of him. He was a man you always called “sir.”


It was late afternoon when I was admitted to his office, which had the usual trappings of a government big shot: flags, carpet, original art on the walls, a nice desk, and comfortable chairs. The only item of personal memorabilia in sight was a framed eight-by-ten photo of his wife, Callie, which sat on his desk.


“Tell me about it,” he said after he shook my hand and resumed his seat. He didn’t shake hands with everyone, but we had been through so much together that perhaps he thought I merited one. Or he had something planned for me that he knew I wasn’t going to like. Or both.


I told the tale in a few sentences.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“Somebody in Washington doesn’t want the dirt shoveled.”


Grafton rubbed his hand over his head and tugged at an earlobe. “No one has told me not to look for a foreign connection, if one exists.”


Oh, man.


I’m not the brightest bulb in the box, but I began to suspect where this was going, straight into a snake pit. “The killings are going to be investigated by regular law enforcement agencies,” I said, repeating the obvious. “Maybe that was the best Mr. Influence could get.”


What the hell?


I decided to say it: “As you are very well aware, by law the CIA is forbidden to operate inside the U.S. of A. That means investigations and interrogations and all the rest of it.”


He grunted. “If I kept you on it, do you think you could find out anything?”


There it was, out in the open.


Can I call ’em or what?


“Was ElectTech fixing voting machines? We don’t even know that. That was the question the task force had to answer first to establish jurisdiction. Since the FBI got called off, we don’t know.”


“Assume that they were.”


“Someone with more brains than I have needs to look at the software program in a rigged machine. Or that missing computer that Junior Sikes used for porn. That might answer the foreign source question right there.”


“I doubt it. Even if it appears to have Russian programming, that won’t tell us if the Russian government is involved.”


“At least it’ll give us cover,” I insisted. “I want to know if ElectTech rigged software in the last election or was getting set to do it in the next one.”


I shifted around in my seat. I had to make him understand. “If I go stomping around in this mess, I don’t want to find out that those killings were about smuggling drugs or jewels or running whores or filming child porn—things that have absolutely nothing to do with the CIA. If it comes down that way, the FBI will have my ass on a skewer for obstructing justice. Yours too. It’s gotta be foreigners fucking with our elections, or nothing.”


He didn’t seem perturbed. I had a sneaking suspicion we weren’t on the same sheet of music.


He was, I thought, being purposefully obtuse. “There is no way to prove a negative,” I remarked. “To find out who doesn’t have their fingers in this pie we will have to determine who does.”


He flashed a smile, or as much of a smile as you were likely to get with Jake Grafton, and it was gone in about a second. He asked, “If I give you the green light, how would you go about it?”


Well, he was the boss and I was just a grunt. If I got in trouble he would be in deeper, and I knew he wouldn’t evade the responsibility. Jake Grafton didn’t operate that way.


I raised and lowered my shoulders. “Best way would be to just go up the ladder. Williams had a boss, and he or she had a boss, and so on.”


“It’s all corporate spaghetti,” he noted, toying with a paper clip. “Everyone will deny responsibility for telling anyone to do anything illegal. You know that. And you won’t have FBI credentials to scare the crap out of them and induce them to talk. You don’t have anything to trade. On the other hand, with assassins out there permanently shutting mouths, one suspects that today there are a handful of people in corner suites crapping their pants.”


“The cops will be talking to those people.”


Jake Grafton adjusted himself in his swivel chair. “The assassins were an interesting move by Mr. Influence, or X, or whoever. That changes the whole dynamic. The interesting thing is that it happened so quickly.”


I thought about it for a moment. Someone, either at ElectTech or in law enforcement, no telling who, made a telephone call. That started the snowball rolling downhill, and, yes, it arrived quickly.


That implied an organization, tightly controlled and ruthless. They wouldn’t stop at seven bodies. They would be perfectly willing to put Tommy Carmellini’s name on the list of victims.
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