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Prologue



WHEN LEE MORGAN FIRST SAW THE WOMAN HANGING in the tree, he thought she was a drunk, or maybe a homeless person who’d found a clever way to spend the night.

As a security guard for the Oklahoma City National Memorial, most of his job consisted of making sure drunks didn’t pee in the reflecting pool and the homeless didn’t try to set up housekeeping among the 168 empty chairs. The memorial was open-air, and tourists came at all hours of the day and night. Every now and again Morgan would come across someone praying at the fence at midnight, or staring at the lighted chairs at three a.m., and would shake his head at how terrorism had turned into tourism.

He’d just done the leg along the west side of the memorial and was circling back to the Survivor Tree, the big old elm that overlooked the site where the Murrah Building had actually stood. It was about a half-hour circuit if he did it at a deliberate pace without stopping, which he rarely did. He would occasionally stop to read the newspaper under the lights on the Harvey Avenue side, and now and then he would sit down on a bench and call his girlfriend. She was an overnighter as well, an ER nurse at Mercy Hospital.

At first he actually laughed at the woman in the tree. These people were nothing if not creative. “Hey!” he called. “Hey up there! Time to wake up!”

He took a few more steps, his boots echoing on the flagstone walk that led to the tree. As he drew closer, the shape began to define itself more and more, even in the weak predawn light.

“Hello!” he called, then stopped as if he’d run into an invisible barrier.

The way the woman was situated…it wasn’t natural. At first he’d thought she was sitting on one of the low branches and dangling her feet.

“Oh, shit,” Morgan whispered.

The first thing was her shoe. One of her sandals had slipped off and fallen to the ground. Morgan’s eyes trailed upward. She was wearing jeans and a light-colored polo-type shirt, except there was a dark splash of a stain beside her left breast.

Morgan stumbled backward.

The woman was young and attractive and had a rope around her neck, the other end of it securely wrapped several times around the thick tree branch.

Morgan tripped on the flagstones and tumbled over the low chain-link fence that lined the sidewalk. He fell into the dewy grass, breathing hard. Somewhere nearby, he heard a car.

Hands shaking, he fumbled his cell phone out of its harness on his belt, then stopped. Who did he call? He started to simply punch in 911, then remembered that the local cops wouldn’t have jurisdiction here. Federal, he thought. This is a federal reservation. Who, then? The FBI? The National Park Service, for God’s sake?

In the end, he called his supervisor at ITB Security. The boss would know what to do. After the call, Morgan got back to his feet, but he couldn’t make himself go any closer to the tree.

Morgan said a silent prayer, something he hadn’t done in years. Then he settled in to wait, his eyes still drawn to the pretty young woman who had been both shot and hanged.

 

It had all happened so fast.

That was Sean’s only thought as he sat in the car in the early June predawn, in a McDonald’s parking lot not far from the Oklahoma City National Memorial.

Everything had happened too fast, and now he didn’t know what to do. His hands shook a little, and he rubbed them together. They felt dirty.

The light was beginning to glow off to his left, beyond the state capitol building. He hadn’t grown up in this city, and didn’t even live here—you couldn’t call what he’d been doing here living—but he’d come to appreciate it for what it was: a medium-size prairie city with clean air and nice people. A good place to settle down. His sister thought so.

Settle down, he thought. Not now. Not after today. Not anywhere.

Sean swallowed. His throat felt raw, as if he’d swallowed shards of broken glass. His stomach lurched again. Once they knew who the dead woman in the tree was, it would be a short leap to him…to his cover, and then to his real identity. For a moment he wasn’t even sure who he was supposed to be, or why.

God, I wish I had a drink.

His hands shook a little more, and he felt again how dirty they were. The McDonald’s behind him was finally open, and he went inside. In the bathroom, he washed blood off his hand, scrubbing far too long, before buying a cup of coffee at the counter and going back outside.

No, no booze this morning. His sister would be proud of that. He allowed himself a bitter smile.

His sister.

She had influence, she knew things, she knew people. She could help him, if he would let her.

No.

No, she couldn’t. No one could help him.

Sean put the gold Miata into gear, listening to the engine. He had to try to think, to stay one step ahead. It shouldn’t be too hard, he told himself. Not long ago he’d been a man who figured things out, who linked facts together…who could find people. That’s how he’d gotten into all this, after all.

He pulled out of the parking lot, back onto Twenty-third Street, then swung up the ramp to Interstate 235. His sister would be really pissed off at him now. She loved this car.

“Sorry, Faith,” Sean said, and merged into the early morning traffic.
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Two weeks earlier


WHEN THE AX FELL, SEAN KELLY WAS READY FOR it. He’d known it was coming ever since he woke up in his car yesterday, somewhere in far north Tucson, with a pounding headache and no idea how he got there.

He’d already cleaned most of his things out of his desk, in his cubicle of the United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), Tucson field office. Once upon a time, it had been the plain old Customs Service, back in the days before the Department of Homeland Security, back when the mission had been a lot clearer. He’d put all his stuff in a trash bag and it was lumped at the edge of the cubicle.

Appropriate, he thought, since my career has turned to garbage.

People had been staring at him all day, mostly silent. One of the veteran agents, a big ex-military guy named Dunn, had leaned in, shaken his hand, and said, “Really fucked up big time, didn’t you, Irish?” But most of the others just looked at him. He couldn’t tell what the looks meant, but settled on a mixture of pity and contempt.

His phone rang at one minute after nine a.m., summoning him to the office of the special agent in charge of the Tucson office. Sean walked unsteadily to the corner office of Sonny Weller, who looked nothing like a “Sonny.” Weller was another big guy. Sean was six three, and Weller had a good four inches and sixty pounds on him, none of it fat. His head was shaved bald, but he sported a wheat-colored walrus mustache. His real first name was something like Devon or Emerson or Winslow, but no one in the office dared call him that. No one screwed around with Sonny Weller.

“Sit,” Weller said. Sean could tell he was barely keeping his voice under control.

Sean sat. Weller made no move to close the office door. So he wanted the whole office to know what was about to happen. He had Sean’s file centered on the desk in front of him.

“Six months ago,” Weller said, “you sat right there in that same chair and promised me this shit was through.”

No niceties, Sean thought. It was just as well. It would be over more quickly that way. He nodded.

“You were going to get straightened out. You were going to be back on track, like you were when you first came to this office.”

“Let’s get it over with,” Sean finally said.

Weller barked out something that might have been a laugh. “Over with? Oh, it’s over with, all right.” He opened the file so violently that papers flew around the desk and he had to bend over to retrieve them. “Starts simple, doesn’t it, Irish? Eighteen months ago, falling asleep in a briefing. Helms was sitting next to you and said you smelled like you’d gone swimming in Jack Daniel’s. A few weeks later, you missed the briefing altogether. We had to reschedule an operation just to bring you up to speed. Your paper went steadily downhill. You conveniently forgot to do your paper on the Meléndez operation, and he walked. The SOB had been smuggling tons of illegal assault rifles across the border for two years. We spent a year and a half building the case with ATF. And he fucking walked, Kelly! Because you ‘forgot’ to fill out the proper forms.”

“Sorry,” Sean mumbled.

“Yeah, well. January of this year. You decided to party hearty and go get shit-faced before the op at Naco. Remember that one? The sixty illegals in the back of the cattle truck? We missed them, because you weren’t where you were supposed to be. You were so out of it you drove down the wrong road and were twenty fucking miles away!” His voice continued to rise.

“Sonny—”

“No, don’t ‘Sonny’ me. I gave you more chances than you deserved. As for yesterday, you totally skipped the operation. Arivaca is the middle of a fucking war, Irish. It’s the drug runners versus us versus the locals. Here we were, with this joint task force—us, the Bureau, DEA—doing what we’re supposed to do, namely keeping this country’s borders safe. DEA’s been undercover with Ray Acosta in Arivaca for six months. We’re ready for the raid, but see, our office’s forward observer isn’t there. You were supposed to be on the road to Acosta’s place. You were to keep us aware of his movements. But no, you were drunk off your butt, in your car—nearly a hundred miles away!” Weller took the file folder and threw it across the desk at Sean.

“There’s no need—” Sean began, picking up papers.

Weller crashed his fist down on the desk. Outside the open door, people were staring. “By not providing that support, you endangered the lives of other officers, Kelly. We’re damn lucky no one got killed. Never mind that Acosta got across the border. And you know what? They’re all screaming at me. Everyone from the local U.S. attorney all the way up the line to D.C. War on drugs, war on terror, interagency cooperation…all that shit. They want my head, and I’m handing them yours.”

Weller leaned back and was silent a moment.

“How bad?” Sean finally asked.

“Administrative suspension without pay, pending a termination hearing,” Weller said. “The hearing is in thirty days, but you’re done. There’s no way you won’t be canned at this point.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “And you know what’s really shitty about all this? You’re a smart kid, you have good instincts, and you’re good at putting things together with only a little to go on. Most of the guys in this office aren’t half as smart as you are.” He leaned back again, chair squeaking. “We all like a drink now and then, Irish. Most of us have even been rip-roaring drunk a time or three in our lives. But by God, you put people’s lives at stake. You put other officers’ lives in jeopardy because of your…problem. You promised me you’d see the damn counselor, even go to AA.”

“I did,” Sean said.

“What, once?”

“Twice.”

Weller nodded. “Right. Now get going. You’ll get a certified letter with a notice of the personnel action and the hearing date. I can’t support you anymore, not when you put lives at stake.”

Sean nodded. He stood up and numbly offered his hand to Weller. Weller stared at the hand for a moment, then shook it.

“Your weapon and your creds,” Weller said.

Sean nodded again. He didn’t normally wear the gun around the office—in fact, he only carried it during actual operations—but he’d known what was coming, so he’d brought it with him this morning. He handed the SIG Sauer nine-millimeter, holstered, to Weller, then passed him the leather case with his Department of Homeland Security credentials.

Sean walked out of the office into silence. Halfway back to his cubicle, someone said, “Hey, Irish, want to hit happy hour?” He didn’t recognize the voice and didn’t care. He just felt tired.

Sean said nothing. He picked up the black trash bag with the stuff from his desk. He stopped in to say good-bye to Dunn, and to A. J. Helms, who’d become his closest friend in the office. Helms just looked stricken. He’d been the one who arranged for Sean to go to AA, had driven him to the meeting. Sean felt a twinge of guilt—he’d even deceived his best friend. Instead of going to the meeting, Sean had sneaked out the back door, then came out the front when Helms picked him up an hour later, without having ever gone into the actual meeting.

His grandfather Seamus Kelly, who’d been a beat cop in Chicago, was fond of saying, “There’s no good Irish cop worth his salt who didn’t like a good drink now and again.”

Right, Sean thought. Now and again.

He hoisted the garbage bag onto his shoulder and walked out into the high desert air of southern Arizona. He had no idea where he was going.








2



SEAN DROVE AIMLESSLY AROUND TUCSON BEFORE finally being drawn away from the city, south and west. By midday he was in Arivaca.

Arivaca was a tiny town twenty miles or so northeast of the border. It was a strange combination of cultures. Its heritage was cattle ranching, and there was open rangeland all around it. But he’d been told it had once been an artist’s colony as well, that various hippies and bohemians and artisans made it a home base during the winter. Some of that character still showed through—now and then roadside stands were set up with various arts and crafts for sale. Sean had once bought a tiger’s-eye gem from an old hippie couple that came right out of Central Casting, all the way down to the VW bus. He’d sent the gem to his sister.

Then there were the drug runners, the most notorious of which was Ray Acosta. An American citizen, he’d built a hugely ostentatious ranch-style house—all sleek modern lines, brick and glass—right in the middle of Arivaca, among the trailer homes and wooden frame houses. It stood out like a diamond surrounded by broken glass.

And now he was gone, over the border, leaving his palace behind. After the blown op yesterday, officers from three federal agencies had descended on the house. They found cash and they found guns, but no cocaine. Acosta was too smart for that, and now he was in Mexico.

Thanks to me, Sean thought, rubbing his forehead.

He pulled his Jeep Cherokee back onto the road, then crossed to the other side and parked under a tree. Just driving through, no one would know that Arivaca was the center of a war zone twenty miles from the border. The town’s single business, a little general store, seemed to do a brisk trade. A couple of arts and crafts tables were set up across the road from the store, and each had a few customers. Sean watched as a weary-looking man with a salt and pepper beard explained to the three young boys surrounding him that they could each have only one souvenir.

Sean smiled, then it faded quickly as he was aware of the jackhammers working behind his eyes. He dry-swallowed a couple of extra-strength Tylenol, then started the Jeep again.

“I never liked Arizona anyway,” he muttered, which wasn’t true. He recognized what he was doing, the process of rationalization. Like a child who didn’t get what he wanted, then insisted he’d never wanted it in the first place. He glanced at the man with the three boys again. Same principle.

The truth was, Sean loved the desert Southwest. He’d had a choice of assignments when he joined Customs seven years ago—Detroit, Seattle, or Tucson. Having grown up in the upper Midwest, Detroit held no allure for him. He didn’t care for rain, so Seattle was out. But the Southwest was exoticism and mystery and excitement, so he’d come to Tucson. And the work had been good. Confusing since September 11 and the creation of Homeland Security, but good work. Important. Even his old man, Detective Captain Joe Kelly, who was never pleased with anything, seemed to approve.

“Fuck,” Sean whispered. “Fuck it all.”

He pulled back onto the highway, heading west out of Arivaca. He could go anywhere. The trash bag full of stuff from his desk at ICE was in the backseat. So were his laptop and a small duffel bag with a few clothes and personal items. His career was over—he knew that. Thirty years old in a few weeks and his career was done.

“Fuck,” he said again, without much enthusiasm.

He drove through the rough country, some of it open range, some of it fenced as part of the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge. It was a wild and beautiful terrain, mountains rising in hazy distance from the high desert floor. Sean drove on until the road dead-ended at the junction to State Highway 286, one of the loneliest stretches of two-lane highway he’d ever seen. A right turn would take him north, back toward Tucson. Toward “civilization,” whatever that meant.

A left turn meant Sasabe and the Mexican border. The town of Sasabe—though “town” was a generous description—squatted right on the border and was one of the two most isolated ports of entry along the southern boundary of the United States. One of Sean’s ICE colleagues—former colleagues, he corrected himself—was a woman agent, a fellow midwestern expatriate. She’d once told Sean that if “they” decided to cross the border at Sasabe, the authorities on the U.S. side wouldn’t have a chance. It was that isolated. She didn’t have to say who “they” were—drug runners, arms dealers, terrorists.

Sean’s own take on Sasabe was that it was really a Mexican village. It didn’t matter that it was on the Arizona side of the border. The flat-top houses, the adobe, the strings of peppers and onions hanging beside front doors, the gritty poverty. Sean thought a mistake had been made somewhere along the line, that the border had been moved half a mile or so too far south. It should have been redrawn so that Sasabe would be a Mexican border town, not an Arizona border town.

He turned left. Maybe he could start over in Mexico himself. His Spanish was good after seven years down here. He could live cheap in Mexico. Whiskey was inexpensive and easy to find. Maybe he could pick up Ray Acosta’s trail. Maybe, maybe, maybe…

He slowed the Cherokee to a crawl as he came into Sasabe. A little copper-skinned boy, maybe four or five years old, wearing only a pair of denim shorts, darted across the road as if he were playing chicken with Sean. A woman with three other kids surrounding her and a baby on her hip yelled in rapid-fire Spanish from a front porch. Sean nodded toward her. She stared at Sean unblinking.

Barely crawling at twenty miles an hour, Sean took the Cherokee around a sharp S curve. Ragged laundry hung on clotheslines on both sides of the road. More half-naked kids scampered. Sean wondered where they went to school, if at all. Ahead and to the left, looking like a well-dressed stranger that had wandered into the midst of all this, was the port of entry. A sign unnecessarily read MEXICO, with an arrow pointing the way.

The port of entry was all brick and stone and glass, a modernistic complex that straddled the road. There was no southbound stop sign. It was so simple to drive into another country. You just passed slowly through the port and then were in Mexico. Northbound out of Mexico was only slightly different. All an American citizen had to do was stop at the booth and declare his citizenship.

But Sasabe was different from other crossings along the border, places like El Paso or even Nogales, just a bit east of here. Traffic snarled in both directions in those places, Mexicans and Americans each seeing what the other had to offer. As for Sasabe, Sean had never seen more than one vehicle at a time come through this port.

Without even realizing it, he had pulled the Cherokee to the shoulder of the road, a hundred yards or so from the border. A green-and-white Border Patrol van drove past him, the driver staring out. Sean thought he knew the guy—he knew most of the BP officers and most of those who worked the ports of entry from Nogales to Naco to Sasabe.

He rubbed his head, waiting for the Tylenol to kick in. So far it hadn’t. If he crossed the border he’d have to pass by a booth where someone he knew would see him. Shit. More humiliation. By now every employee of ICE in Arizona would know how Sean “Irish” Kelly had screwed up and let Ray Acosta run. He didn’t know who was working down here today, but he knew them all. He’d even dated one of the women who worked the booth.

Very slowly, his jaw grinding, he wheeled the Cherokee back onto the road and turned it around, back to the north. He maneuvered the S curve again and again the little boy did his dance across the road in front of him. Again the mother screamed ineffectually and glared at Sean.

The only functioning business in Sasabe was a little nameless cantina on the north side. He’d been in it multiple times and had never heard a word of English spoken there. But it was a bar, it was cheap, and Sean didn’t care anymore.

The door was wide open at a little before noon. Another thing Sean appreciated about the desert—bars opened early. He left the Cherokee in the gravel parking lot and went in. It was dark, lit by a few swag lamps here and there. Tables were wooden and chipped, chairs likewise, often mismatched. Two old men sat at the bar smoking hand-rolled cigarettes. One of them wore a greasy Los Angeles Dodgers baseball cap. The bartender was a burly guy a little older than Sean, with a wispy black mustache. It was perfectly in character for Sasabe.

Sean sat at the bar at the opposite end from the two old smokers. Blinking in the dim light, he started ordering straight shots of Wild Turkey, with Dos Equis on draft to chase it.

“Leave the bottle,” he said in Spanish to the bartender.

 

An hour passed, and the only sound in the bar was that of the old men scratching matches as they lit fresh cigarettes—Sean never heard them utter a word—and Sean putting his glasses back down on the bar after each drink. Sean had smelled bread baking from somewhere, and without being asked, the bartender wordlessly put a basket of fresh, hot flour tortillas down in front of Sean.

Another good thing about the Southwest, Sean thought. You sure as hell don’t get tortillas like this in Illinois.

The thought made him laugh a little. I can still laugh, so I must be all right. He poured himself another shot.

A shadow appeared in the doorway. “You’re a hard man to find, Mr. Kelly,” said a voice in English.

All heads turned toward the door. Sean, a little woozy but not as drunk as he wanted to be, looked past the shadow. A black Lexus, as out of place in Sasabe as the gleaming port of entry was, sat beside his dusty Cherokee in the parking lot.

“Who are you?” Sean said.

The man came fully into the bar and sat on the stool beside Sean’s. He placed a business card next to Sean’s shot glass.

Tobias Owens, Attorney and Counselor at Law, with an address in Phoenix.

Sean swiveled to look at him. He was in his thirties, a few years older than Sean, overweight but not obese, pale complexion. If he was like any of the other thirty-something lawyers Sean had met, he probably worked a hundred hours a week. No time for exercise, no time for sun, no time for anything but billable hours. Owens wore stylish round glasses and a suit that probably cost as much as the entire yearly income of every single person in Sasabe, Arizona.

“What do you want?”

“I’d like to talk to you,” Owens said.

“Want a drink?” Sean said. The bartender was hovering warily.

“Oh,” Owens said. “Just some water.”

The bartender looked at Sean.

“Agua,” Sean said.

The bartender made a little snorting sound and disappeared from sight, pausing to whisper to the two old smokers. In a moment he returned and put down a beer mug with water and two ice cubes floating in it.

“Let’s go to a booth, shall we?” Owens said.

Did he just say “shall we,” Sean thought. “Suit yourself.”

Sean picked up his whiskey bottle by the neck, along with the shot glass, and ambled to a table on the far side of the room. Someone had scribbled Spanish obscenities on the wall beside the table in red marker.

“Nice place,” Owens said, settling in across from Sean.

Sean noticed the brown leather briefcase in the man’s hand for the first time. He shrugged. “It serves a purpose,” he said, not rising to the lawyer’s sarcasm.

Owens thumped his water glass onto the table, frowning at the Spanish graffiti on the wall. “You always drink this early in the day?”

“What the fuck do you want?” Sean said, his voice rising.

Owens put up a hand. “We can help each other.”

Sean thought he was going to say more, but Owens just sat there with his hand in the air, looking ridiculous.

“I doubt it,” Sean said, downing another shot. He shuddered as the bourbon went through him. He was vaguely irritated at this stranger’s interruption of his little Sasabe interlude, but not so much so that he was going to quit drinking long enough to show his irritation.

“You’ve had a rough day, haven’t you, Mr. Kelly?”

Sean considered several replies, then just said, “Yep.”

“News travels fast,” Owens said. He glanced toward the bar. The two old men were staring in their direction. He lowered his voice. “Your career as a federal law enforcement officer has taken quite a hit, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh, please,” Sean said. “I don’t need a damn lawyer. Get in your car and go back to Phoenix, shyster. I’m not suing anyone.”

Owens shook his head. “No, no, don’t misunderstand me. I don’t want to represent you. I already have a client. That’s why I’m here.”

Sean wished he had another tortilla, but he’d left the basket on the bar and didn’t feel like expending the energy it would take to go get it. “Start making some sense, if you can.”

“I’m the Arizona counsel for Senator Edward McDermott.”

Owens waited for a response. Sean simply stared at him.

“You are familiar with the senator?” Owens said finally.

Sean sighed. “Senior U.S. senator for Arizona. Multimillionaire corporate lawyer from a long line of multimillionaire corporate lawyers. Guardian of America’s morals and traditional values. Friend of big business. Goes through wives like dirty laundry. Believes government is generally incompetent. You ever wonder, counselor, how silly it is to elect people to government who don’t even like government?”

Owens had stiffened noticeably. “You sound as if you don’t care for the senator.”

Sean thumped his empty shot glass on the wooden table. “I don’t care for politicians in general. My grandfather, who was one of the best cops I ever knew before he retired, used to say that the politician was a lot more dangerous than the street thug. At least with the thug you knew where they stood and what they wanted.”

Owens was silent for a long moment. “Mr. Kelly, do you think your grandfather is proud of you today?”

Even an hour into a bottle of bourbon, Sean’s reflexes hadn’t dimmed much. He was taller than Owens by several inches, with a long reach, and he only had to stand up halfway to grab the lawyer by the hair and slam his face into the surface of the wooden table.

Owens screeched. Sean sat back down. The whiskey bottle had been jarred by the motion, but thankfully it hadn’t tipped over. Sean poured himself another drink. One of the old men at the bar, the one in the Dodgers cap, laughed. The other one growled out a few words in a low voice. Sean heard him say something about “whining like a woman.” Neither of them moved. The bartender folded his arms and watched in silence. Owens howled again.

Sean said nothing.

He drank and listened to Owens trying to breathe through his nose. Sean didn’t think it was broken—he hadn’t slammed the guy that hard. But there was a fair amount of blood, and Sean figured it was the most physical activity Tobias Owens had felt in a long time. He smiled at the thought.

Owens raised his head and saw Sean smiling. “You think…” the lawyer sputtered. “You think that’s funny?”

Sean’s smile faded. “State your business.”

Owens was digging in his pocket. He came out with a white handkerchief—is that silk? Sean wondered—and pressed it to his nose. “Assault,” Owens muttered. “I could file assault charges on you, Kelly. There are three witnesses.”

Sean laughed outright. “Don’t bet on it.” He raised his voice in the direction of the bar and switched to Spanish. “You see anything happen here?”

Both of the old smokers laughed. “Nada,” one said.

The bartender turned his back.

“So much for your witnesses,” Sean said in English. “I’m not feeling patient today. State your business.”

Owens pressed the bloody handkerchief against his nose. With his other hand, he fumbled open his briefcase and took out a thick manila envelope. He tossed it onto the table between them.

“The senator wants to hire you,” Owens said.
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“WHAT?” SEAN SAID.

Owens tilted his head back. The blood from his nose had stopped flowing. “Hire you,” Owens said. “Senator McDermott wants you to do some work for him. You have a reputation.” He swiped at his nose again.

“Do I, now?”

“Shit.” Owens tilted his head back again. “Damn, that hurts.”

“Well, you should watch what you say. Don’t worry, it’s not broken. I didn’t hit you that hard, counselor.”

“Feels broken.” Owens felt along the ridge of his nose, wincing.

“It’s not. You wouldn’t be talking so well if it was broken. I have a reputation?”

Owens blinked at him. “For finding things. For finding people with not much of a trail to follow.”

Sean remembered Sonny Weller’s words this morning. It had seemed like a long time ago. You’re good at putting things together with only a little to go on. Most of the guys in this office aren’t half as smart as you are.

“So?” Sean said, but with less vehemence.

“Whether you like him or not, Senator McDermott has kept up with the work law enforcement is doing here on the border.” He breathed through his nose, a wet, rattling sound. He winced again. “Your career has just taken a nosedive. You have a skill that can help the senator, and maybe you’ll get a chance to…what’s the best way to put it?…to redeem yourself.”

“News doesn’t travel that fast. I just got suspended this morning.”

“You have a friend in the office, a Mr. Helms?”

“AJ? What about him?”

“It seems he is currently dating a young woman whose sister works in Senator McDermott’s Tucson office.”

Sean shook his head. “You’d think Tucson was some little town, not a major city, the way things go around.”

“The way of the West, Mr. Kelly. Are you interested?”

“What’s the deal?”

Owens pointed at the envelope. Sean undid the clasp and shook out the contents. Papers, newspaper and magazine articles, long narratives, and several photos, all of which included pictures of a striking young woman with dark hair and eyes.

“Daryn McDermott,” Owens said. “The senator’s daughter, age twenty-four.”

“What about her?”

“She’s missing.”

Sean looked up sharply. “I haven’t seen or heard anything about this.”

Owens sighed. “Senator McDermott has kept it out of the media. Daryn is…well, Daryn is…difficult.”

“Difficult?”

“The girl is…how should I say this?…she’s out of control. She doesn’t feel that the rules of society apply to her. She’s done things and said things that have been politically very…difficult for the senator.”

Sean blinked, thinking through the bourbon. He’d seen something on TV a while back.

“She’s the one,” he said, “that was arrested for public nudity in front of the U.S. Capitol.”

Owens nodded. “Protesting her father’s stand on allowing the government to access records of what people check out of libraries. Her point was that the government had no business knowing if someone read a book or a magazine that, say, had nudity or sexual references in it.”

Sean stared at him.

“You’re in law enforcement. Surely you understand the power of having the right information.”

“Don’t assume anything about me,” Sean said. “She did other things, too, didn’t she? Even more radical things.”

Owens nodded again, touching his nose gingerly. “She went on a cross-country tour, trying to raise support for legalizing and regulating prostitution. She would go into a city and get an army of prostitutes together and they would descend on the city hall or state capitol, generating all kinds of media coverage. She wants drugs legalized and regulated too.”

“So her father,” Sean said, “the keeper of morals and traditional values, is embarrassed, personally and politically.”

Owens’s voice rose slightly. “He’s given her everything! Put her through Georgetown, even allowed her to get a worthless degree in sociology, of all things. He pays for apartments in D.C. and in Phoenix for her, and she repays him by embarrassing him.”

“You think she’s just a spoiled princess acting out, trying to piss off her father, or is it a real issue for her?”

Owens’s voice softened. “A bit of both, I’d say. Daryn actually does believe all these ridiculous things she spouts. But just because she has money and influence and a name, she gets a more public arena to speak out on all this drivel.”

“And now she’s missing.”

“For nearly a month now. It’s not like her to take off and not be heard from. I mean, in the past when she’s taken off, she turns up in the media in places like West Virginia and Oklahoma and South Dakota. But now she’s gone without a trace.”

“And the senator didn’t contact the FBI? I would think they’d pull out all the stops to find a U.S. senator’s daughter.”

Owens shook his head emphatically. “The senator wants this handled discreetly. He first hired private investigators in Washington and in Phoenix. All the traditional methods were dead ends. She hasn’t used her credit cards, hasn’t accessed her bank accounts. Her car is in its garage in D.C. None of her friends know anything. She’s simply…gone.”

“You think she’s just run off again, or something else? Something criminal?”

“We don’t know. There’s been no kind of ransom demand, nothing like that. So the senator’s presumption is that she’s on her own somewhere. And he wants her back.”

“The loving father?”

Owens picked up the sarcasm. “Look, they aren’t close, as you might imagine. Daryn, the ungrateful little brat that she is, calls her father part of ‘the ruling class,’ as if we were living in some kind of aristocracy. It’s one thing for a child to disagree with their parents’ values. We all go through that, to a point. It’s another for her to criticize and vilify everything her father stands for, and to do it as publicly as she can. He just wants her found before she…” Owens looked uncomfortable. He glanced toward the bar, then looked quickly away. The old smokers were still staring.

“Go ahead, say it,” Sean said.

“Before she does something either stupid or embarrassing,” Owens said.

“What makes you think I can find her?” Sean said. “I’m a Customs agent on suspension for screwing up an operation. There are those in this world who believe I have a drinking problem.”

“As I said before—”

“Yeah, I know, I have a reputation.” Sean tossed back another shot. He felt himself giving, bending, like power lines in high wind. And the painful truth was, he had nothing else to do, nowhere to go. If a United States senator wanted to pay him to look for his wayward daughter, who was he to question that?

“How much?” he asked.

Owens looked relieved. He withdrew another envelope from the briefcase. “Here’s twenty thousand dollars cash.”

Sean leaned forward. “I’m sorry. Say that again?”

“Mr. Kelly, the senator is hiring you based on your reputation, but he’s counting on your discretion. It’s a delicate situation. You can’t just track down Daryn, pick her up under your arm, and bring her home to her father. Do that and she’ll go straight to the media as soon as she’s back in Washington, and it’ll be an even worse nightmare. Not only do you have to find her, you have to gain her trust. Make her believe it’s her choice to go with you. All this will take time. Also, the investigation is off the books. The senator wants it all done quietly. No one should ever know Daryn was missing in the first place.”

“And all this because he’s afraid she’ll embarrass him politically?”

“I’m only Senator McDermott’s lawyer, not his conscience, Mr. Kelly. He pays me well.” Owens gestured at the envelope full of money. “Another amount equal to that will be paid when Daryn is safely, discreetly returned. Don’t try to get in touch with me or with the senator before that time. Once she’s home at her apartment in Washington, the senator will know.”

“What, does he have his own daughter’s apartment bugged?”

Owens spread his hands. “I won’t comment on that.”

“Nice guy.” Sean fingered the envelope full of cash. “And if I do this, the senator does what he can to get me reinstated in ICE?”

“The senator will use whatever influence he may have to make sure you’re able to continue in federal law enforcement.”

“Typical lawyer’s response,” Sean said. He rubbed his forehead. He was buzzing right along now, his headache gone. “I’ll look into it.”

“Good,” Owens said, sounding relieved. “Everything you need to know about Daryn is in that first packet. Except for one item.”

Sean looked up at him.

“The girl is, quite frankly, very promiscuous,” Owens said.

Sean folded his hands together on the table.

“Her sexuality is very…open,” Owens said. “Men, women…it doesn’t matter. This has presented problems in the past as well. Maybe she’s taken up the cause of legalizing prostitution as a vicarious sort of thing. Perhaps she secretly wishes she was a prostitute herself, so she could indulge herself and be paid for it.”

“Are you a psychiatrist too?”

“No, but I did fall under her spell myself once,” Owens said. “All I can say to you is to be careful. Remember what your job is.”

“I think I can take care of myself. Even around a politically radical, oversexed sociology major.”

Owens didn’t smile. He snapped his briefcase closed. “This is a nasty place,” he said.

“Yeah, but it serves its purpose,” Sean said.

“So it does.”

“Sorry about your nose.”

Owens shrugged. “The pain’s going away already.”

“Told you it wasn’t broken.”

Owens nodded and left the cantina. Sean sat for a long moment and looked at the two envelopes. Then he downed one more shot, stood a bit unsteadily, and left a wad of cash on the table. He took the envelopes, and before he left the building, pulled another tortilla out of the basket on the bar. He saluted the bartender and the old smokers with it, then headed out into the bright desert sun.

 

Tobias Owens drove the Lexus steadily north on 286 until it merged with Highway 86, which headed east back toward Tucson. Twenty miles outside the city, Owens pulled onto an unmarked gravel road that snaked north for several miles. He parked in a stand of cactus, right beside another car, a nondescript four-door, the kind typically used by rental agencies.

Another man got out of the rental car and looked at him. The other man was as nondescript as the car, around Owens’s age, with average features. Modestly handsome, but not memorable. His clothes were khaki pants and a blue polo shirt. Unremarkable.

“He took the job,” Owens said, placing his briefcase on the ground between the two cars. “But the drunken SOB nearly broke my nose.”

The other man’s neutral expression didn’t change. “I’m sorry to hear that. You told him everything?”

“Followed the script exactly,” Owens said. “Now about my fee…”

The other man had kept the car between the two of them, his hands shielded from Owens’s view. He quickly raised his right hand, which held a pistol, and shot Owens point-blank three times in the chest. The lawyer lunged backward across the hood of his Lexus, then rolled to the ground.

The other man had no worries about the sound of gunshots. This was the Arizona desert, and gunfire was often heard as ranchers chased off various vermin, both of the two-legged and four-legged varieties. He went through Owens’s pockets, removing the man’s business cards and wallet. After a moment’s consideration, he took the bloody handkerchief as well. He removed the license plates, registration, and insurance cards from the Lexus and placed them all in Owens’s briefcase. He left Owens’s body where it had fallen.

The man got back into his rental car and drove away without looking back. He had much to do, and far to go. The game had only just begun.
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FAITH KELLY DOUBTED SHE WOULD EVER HAVE grandchildren, but if she did, she could imagine telling them the story:

Once upon a time, I was a deputy United States Marshal. But then I got caught up in a secret unit of the Justice Department called Department Thirty, and it helped to protect some bad people. See, we thought that these bad people could help us catch other bad people and keep them from doing bad things, so instead of punishing these bad people, we protected them and gave them new names and new jobs and made them promise to stay out of trouble. We did things like protecting the two most notorious assassins in the world. And there was this one time that I was forced to shoot a man. He’d worked for years and years to become very powerful and wanted to topple the president. And how about this one—I found out that the chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court was actually a murderer.

Oh, grandma, the kids would say, you’re just making all that up.

And she would smile. Of course I am. You caught me. Now go to bed.

Faith had learned a few things in the last year, ever since she’d been given her first Department Thirty recruit. Aside from that first one—where the recruit actually turned out to be innocent, a pawn in a scheme that brought down the chief justice—she’d learned that there were two types of recruits: those who were guilty and had been caught red-handed, yet continued to protest their innocence; and those who cheerfully and arrogantly admitted their guilt, almost proud of their crimes, even proud to a point of getting caught, of being asked to tell their story.

Leon Bankston fell into the latter category. He sat at the kitchen table of the safe house in the Oklahoma City suburb of Yukon, crossing and uncrossing his legs and smiling at Faith. Faith had wanted to smash his face in several times, but she forced herself to keep her mind on the job.

“You know, Leon,” she said, “I understand you. I can see your perspective on this. It’s the whole ‘honor among thieves’ thing. You haven’t disputed for a second that you smuggled those guns onto that truck, or that the truck was headed to Galveston to transfer the load to a ship, or that the ship was bound for Iraq. You know what you did.”

“That’s right,” Bankston said. He was a small man in his forties, bald except for a few tufts around his ears, with quick eyes that darted all around the room at every sound. “I did what I did. That’s my living. I’ll do my couple of years in a federal country club, then I’ll be back in business and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Faith stood up and stretched. At five ten, she was a good four inches taller than Bankston, her body slim and toned. She wasn’t quite in the shape she’d been in when she ran the New York and Boston Marathons, but she still ran. It was her only obsession, other than trying to stay above the mud and muck of her job. She passed a hand through her hair, still not used to its new short cut. Her Irish-red hair had fallen to the middle of her back for most of her life, but she’d finally had it cut into a short shag a couple of months ago, the kind of haircut that magazines liked to describe as “sassy.” Faith had laughed at that—she was sassy enough without a haircut, but she had to admit it was low maintenance.

“There’s just one problem, Leon,” she said, leaning over the table.

“What’s that, beautiful?”

She smiled. “First thing is: if you call me ‘beautiful’ or ‘sexy’ or ‘doll’ one more time, I’m liable to kick you in a place where it would really, really hurt.” She leaned in close to him, her face inches from his. “You believe I could do that, don’t you?”

Bankston’s smug look faltered. “Ah…yes. Yes, I believe that. Yes.”

“Very good.” She stood up again to her full height, rolling the kinks out of her back. She badly needed a run. “Second thing is, you really don’t know what you did. I mean, you know you smuggled a bunch of illegal weapons. We agree on that part.”

Bankston nodded.

“But see, the world is a lot more complicated now than it used to be. What used to just be considered smuggling might now be considered aiding and abetting terrorists.”

“Hey, you can’t blame me for whatever someone else does with guns that I just happened to move.”

“Oh, actually I can blame you for that. You may have heard of the Patriot Act.”

“Oh, shit,” the man said.

“Uh-huh. You see, Leon, if the United States government has even an inkling that you’ve done anything that would lead to those weapons getting into the hands of, say, Iraqi insurgents, then that means you can be held under the Patriot Act. That means you don’t get to hire a slick lawyer. You can actually be held without being charged. And it won’t be in a federal country club either, Leon. I can make a phone call and see that you’re escorted to Guantánamo Bay. Trust me, that’s no country club.”

“But—”

“I know, I know, you’re just a smuggler. You’ve been doing business for twenty-five years. You already did one stretch in federal custody in the eighties. This isn’t the eighties, Leon.” She leaned in again. “Frankly, you’re in deep, deep shit. But we already know that you’re not at the top of the food chain, that you’re part of a larger network doing business with these various terror groups.” Faith began to tick items off on her fingers. “You give me names, dates, places, bank accounts. You’re afraid the others involved will come after you. But see, you won’t exist anymore. Your trail goes cold right here, right now. I have a new name for you—Benjamin Williams. Ben Williams can start a new job, and I’ve picked out a nice town for him to live in. Manhattan, Kansas—it’s a pleasant college town, not far from Kansas City. Since you’re so good with supply and demand, Ben Williams will get a job as an inventory control manager for the warehouse operations of a major retailer.”

“What about college? Could I have a degree? I never got to finish mine, you know.”

And in that instant, Faith knew she had him. Once they became a part of the fantasy in any way, the deal was closed. She smiled. “We can give Mr. Williams a degree in business management from the University of Colorado.”

“I like Colorado.”

“There you go. Leon, you have to work with us. You have to come in. You don’t have a choice. You don’t want to be screwing around with the Patriot Act. Your partners or bosses will never know what’s happened to you. And before too long, they’ll be the ones headed to Guantánamo, not you. You’ll be in Kansas, with a rock-solid new identity.”

Leon Bankston looked at her for a moment. For a few seconds he looked pensive, almost repentant. Then the small-time crook was back. “Ah, those bastards,” he finally said. “They never paid me what they should have, anyway.”

“Welcome to Department Thirty,” Faith said.

 

Bankston talked for four hours. It was nearly six p.m. before Faith packed up her tape recorder and her notes. She summoned her field officer, a big soft-spoken man named Hal Simon, to babysit Bankston. As case officer, Faith’s job was to bring in the recruits, create the identities and manage their placement in the community, then manage the cases while the protectees adjusted to their new lives. But she didn’t do protective duty during the period between. Leon Bankston had already ceased to exist, and Benjamin Williams had yet to be fully brought into existence. Being Irish Catholic, Faith thought of it as limbo, and her job on this case did not extend to sitting with the man.

She left the house, promising Simon and Bankston that she would be in touch during the next step of the process. Now she had to create a report that would be sent up the line to the director of Department Thirty, a man named Richard Conway, but whom Faith thought of as Dean Yorkton, the name he’d been using when she first met him nearly four years ago. From Yorkton the report—Bankston’s statements about his activities and those of his associates—would then go directly to the attorney general of the United States for final approval. When the AG signed off on it, she would complete the paper trail that created Benjamin Williams, and would send him off to Kansas.

She drove away from the suburban safe house, which was on a street with the absurdly suburban name of Hyacinth Hollow Road. In five minutes her gold Mazda Miata was on Interstate 40, headed east toward Oklahoma City proper.

She picked up her cell phone and speed-dialed Scott Hendler’s number. When she heard his drawling “Hello,” Faith smiled. What did that mean, she wondered, when the way the man answered the phone actually made her smile?

“Hey, you,” she said.

“Hey, yourself,” Hendler said. “How goes the…you know?”

Even though Scott Hendler was a special agent in the Oklahoma City field office of the FBI, she couldn’t discuss cases with him. Department Thirty was an open secret in the Justice Department, but the other agencies within DOJ treated it like a relative no one wanted to claim. Outside DOJ, Thirty was completely shrouded in shadows.

“I’m done for today and moving right along,” Faith said. “And now…” She lowered her voice sexily. “I’m up for something…hot.”

Hendler’s voice lowered as well. “Well, you know, you can always count on me for something…hot.”

They both laughed. “Chili at Different Roads?” Faith said in a normal voice. “I think Alex Bridge is playing there tonight.”

“Meet you there,” Hendler said.

There was an awkward moment’s silence, the same as with every phone conversation they had. Dry humor aside, Faith always sensed that Hendler wanted to say something more, something about love, at the end of every phone call. But she hadn’t used the l-word with him so far, and didn’t know if she would. She came from a family that didn’t just throw terms of endearment and public displays of affection around. Hendler evidently wanted such things from her, but then, he was patient with her. They’d gone in the space of two years from being professional acquaintances to friends to outright lovers, but Faith was still conscious of always holding part of herself back. She knew she got the very best part of Scott Hendler, and she treasured it. But she still couldn’t give him everything. There were parts of herself that even she couldn’t find, much less open them up to someone else.

“Down the road,” she said, and clicked the phone off.

Just enjoy it, she reminded herself. Things were good for now. She was finally learning how to do the job, and to keep the moral ambiguities of it at bay. Her own demons, and the parts of herself that she’d walled off, stayed hidden for the most part. Scott Hendler was a good man, and they enjoyed each other’s company.

Why borrow trouble? Faith thought, just as she passed the city limits sign for Oklahoma City.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
DAVID
KENT

ThiNGIF
CONSPIRAGY

[
POCKET STAR BOOKS
k London Toront





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
THIANGLF
FINCPIRILY





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
A Pocket Star Book published by
POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020






OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
DAVID
KENT

THIINGIF
CONSPIRAGY

POCKET STAR BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





