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A man is usually more careful of his money

than he is of his principles.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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ONE


SATURDAY EVENING;

    NAPLES, FLORIDA

WHAT AM I DOING HERE?

Samantha Reid fought the impulse to pull her cell out of her evening bag and check for any updates from the Situation Room. She felt anxious about slipping out of D.C. when there were so many threat scenarios crowding her inbox.

Sure, senior officials were entitled to a little time off once in a while, and her boss had okayed this short weekend trip. But as director of the White House Office of Homeland Security, she felt guilty about leaving a stack of problems on her deputy’s desk.

In spite of her apprehension, she had to smile when a valet opened the car door and she heard him mutter, “If she were any better looking, she’d need a bodyguard.”

The invitation from Tripp Adams to fly down to Naples, Florida, to visit his parents and attend a charity ball had been a welcome, if unexpected, diversion after a particularly hectic week. She had been dating him off and on for a while, but his travel schedule coupled with her long hours and increased responsibilities meant they weren’t able to see each other often. Yet, now he wanted her to spend time with his folks. Did that mean he was finally getting serious? She had no idea.

Tripp took her arm, and they followed his parents to the front entrance of the Ritz Carlton. Surrounded by mangroves and palm trees, the beige stone structure formed a U-shape with the tallest building in the center, flanked by low wings on either side, each topped with a tawny Spanish tile roof. Behind the wall to the right was a large ballroom.

Samantha brushed a strand of long brown hair off her forehead as a warm breeze blew in from the gulf. But she couldn’t brush away her worries about the intel she and the national security advisor had received. A new deluge of arms had been delivered to militant groups by what she and the advisor suspected were Russian sellers. Not corrupt government officials, though there were plenty of those.

She had been tracking a group of oligarchs who might be involved in the illicit and dangerous trade, and she knew there was a bevy of analysts back at the White House, Treasury, and CIA following the same threads. She sighed inwardly and resolved to check in with the Sit Room to get the latest when this event was over.

When Samantha approached the door, a flash went off, and a reporter for the Neapolitan Section of the Naples Daily News shouted, “How are you enjoying Naples?”

Another yelled, “Any national security problems down here, Ms. Reid?”

“What about those arms dealers you’re tracking?” a TV news anchor inquired.

Samantha and Tripp sidestepped the questions and ducked inside without making a comment. They were greeted by strands of a Cole Porter song, played by a musician seated at an ornate piano under crystal chandeliers, which bathed the coffered ceiling and paneled walls in a golden glow. Several volunteers directed the guests down a hallway to the dinner check-in tables.

Tripp leaned toward her and asked, “Don’t you ever get tired of dealing with the media?”

“I usually refer their questions to the press office, but we all get ambushed occasionally. There was a leak a while ago about our latest investigation, and my boss thought I should try to respond. I didn’t think there would be reporters here tonight, though.”

Tripp’s mother stepped closer and said, “Oh, my dear, in Naples we try to get news coverage, especially for our charities. The more the merrier I’d say.” She appraised Samantha’s short, green, silk dress. “You look nice tonight, dear. That color matches your eyes.”

“Thanks,” Samantha replied, giving the older woman a warm smile.

“By the way, Mom,” Tripp interjected, “you’ve got a pretty good crowd here. What are they going to do with all the money from this dinner?”

“Oh, we have so many projects in the Everglades. Saving all the creatures—that sort of thing.”

“I think they should just gather up the alligators and make belts. They’d probably make more money that way,” Tripp whispered to Samantha. She chuckled and gave him a wry grin. She was starting to relax. This might be a pleasant weekend after all.

Walking into the crowded ballroom lit by shimmering chandeliers and small candles on white tablecloths, she took a glass of chardonnay from a passing waiter and looked around the room. “This is amazing. Look at the orchid centerpieces, the votives, the dance floor. It’s just like the events they have in Washington. The only thing missing is the Marine Band.”

Samantha noticed a group of people gathering around a tall man shaking hands with everyone in the circle. When she spotted several security guards standing at a discrete distance, she immediately recognized the governor.

Tripp took her arm. “I hear those little chimes. I think we’re supposed to find our table. Oh, and I have something important I need to talk to you about when we’re seated.”



TWO


SATURDAY EVENING;

    NAPLES, FLORIDA

THE YOUNG MAN ADJUSTED A hotel uniform jacket that was a shade too large for his thin frame. He was glad the catering manager had finally found one in the stockroom that fit him well enough. Blending in with the rest of the staff was crucial, and, thankfully, he looked the part. Though the others probably hadn’t used fake IDs to get their jobs.

Finding the online application for a temporary hire for this event was a stroke of sheer luck. He had shown up, phony resume in hand, and talked his way into a wait staff position for one night only. The HR person was busy and seemed relieved to find someone she said was “presentable.” She had hurriedly checked off a few boxes and told him when and where to show up on the appointed night. She also promised to keep his resume on file for future events, but he knew that wouldn’t be necessary.

He had never done anything like this before, and he was nervous. He knew he was being tested the way guys back home were tested during gang initiations. Straightening his tie again, he moved to the back of a line of servers and checked his watch. He still had time to find her and verify she was in the ballroom, just like the press reports said she would be.

A few feet away, the pastry chef fussed with a torch he was using to burn the sugar atop the crème brûlée they would serve for dessert along with raspberries and miniature chocolate truffles.

“What’s the matter with it?” the sous chef asked with a look of concern.

“I don’t know. It keeps flaming out and cutting off.”

“Well, hurry up and fix it.”

There was a menacing tone in the sous chef’s voice as the pastry chef cursed the blow torch and concentrated on arranging the berries and little chocolates on the myriad plates along his counter. A dishwasher put a stack of towels down and stared at the torch. “Not working, right?”

The wine steward stepped forward and shouted, “Circulate. Circulate. Offer the Sauvignon Blanc first then the Cabernet. Move. Move. You have your table assignments, but keep your eyes open for overlooked guests with empty wine glasses.”

Keeping his eyes open was exactly what the young waiter intended to do. He pressed forward, grabbed two bottles, and entered the ballroom. His tables were between the kitchen door and the dance floor. He scrutinized the guests in that area.

Ah, there you are.

He quickly walked to her table and offered wine to those seated on the opposite side so that he could look across and be certain it was her. “Red or white?” he asked a distinguished looking gentleman.

“Red please. Thank you,” the older man replied without looking up.

The waiter poured a proper half glass. He paused and took a mental picture of the attractive, young woman with long, dark hair. He worked his way around the table, eventually standing just to her right. “Red or white?” When she didn’t respond, he repeated, “Red or white?”

Finally, she paused mid-sentence, looked over her shoulder, and murmured, “Oh, sorry. White, please.”

The waiter leaned toward her. He poured the wine into her glass, wishing he could simply slip poison into her drink instead of targeting an entire room. But he didn’t have any poison, and he couldn’t have known that he would be assigned to serve her table. Besides, his instructions were pretty specific: get rid of an enemy and test the components of this project for prospective use later.

When he had filled her glass, she said, “Thank you,” in a lilting voice. He didn’t want to leave just yet. He wanted to study her for another moment.

She started talking to the man next to her, who looked uncomfortable as he said, “I wanted to tell you that I’ve been transferred to our Dallas office.”

“You’re leaving? When?” she asked, sounding upset.

“I head out next week. Sorry, hon, but with my job on the road and your hours at the White House, we hardly ever see each other. But we can keep in touch.”

The server took his now empty bottles back to the kitchen, put them into a crate, checked his watch, quietly slipped out a rear kitchen door, and headed to a maintenance area. He moved quickly, glancing back down the corridor every few seconds. No one else was around. He pulled on a pair of gloves he had stashed in his pocket, opened an electrical box, and reached inside to examine his handiwork. He set the timer and then slipped out the back exit.



THREE


SATURDAY EVENING;

    NAPLES, FLORIDA

SAMANTHA GLANCED TO THE SIDE and saw a banquet manager holding the service doors open for a parade of waiters carrying dinner entrees. She heard someone inside the kitchen shout, “It’s burning again!” Craning her neck, she saw a chef drop a blow torch onto a set of towels that immediately ignited, sending flames shooting toward the ceiling. The fire rose higher. Suddenly, the blaring scream of an alarm sounded throughout the complex.

“No, no, no!” the head chef screamed.

The fire alarm continued to wail as the Adamses and their tablemates pointed toward the kitchen where layers of smoke filtered out through the swinging doors. An assistant manager raced to the band stand to grab a microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Ladies and gentlemen.” His voice could barely be heard over the blaring siren and din in the room. “We have a small emergency in the kitchen. Nothing serious, I’m sure. If you could leave the room and walk toward the front of the hotel, the staff will escort you to a series of exits. I’m sure we will have everything back in order quite soon.”

Mr. Adams took his wife’s arm, and Samantha saw him try to loosen his black tie. Then she heard him mumble, “Can we go home now?”

Samantha stood up and then stopped to adjust the strap on one of her high heels.

“C’mon, Samantha,” Tripp demanded, reaching for her hand to pull her along. “We need to get out of here.”

“Okay, okay. I’m coming,” she said, feeling for the first time that she wanted to keep her hands to herself. Once outside, some of the guests stood under the portico while others moved down the driveway. The governor was hustled away by his security detail, and the valets were standing in a huddle, waiting to see if anyone would turn in a chit to get his car back.

Samantha glanced around and heard a few people saying that it wasn’t bad being out in the lovely night air and that they hoped they wouldn’t have to leave the beautiful dinner. Then she thought about Tripp leaving. This time for good. Then again, since they rarely saw each other, what did she expect? She should have stayed in Washington this weekend after all.

Suddenly, the fire alarm was drowned out by an explosion that shattered the side doors they had just used to leave the building. Part of a ballroom wall disintegrated right in front of them. Everyone started screaming. People grabbed loved ones and dragged them down the drive, away from the building. Samantha stood transfixed as Tripp tried to yank her back.

Staring at the flames, the smoke, and the rubble, she trembled.

Could this be a terrorist attack?

She shook off Tripp’s grip and fumbled in her purse. Finally, she shouted, “I have to call this in.” With a shaking hand, she grabbed her phone and dialed the direct line to the NSC advisor. Using halting phrases and trying to think past the clamor all around her, she described the awful scene. After listening to her story, he promised to brief the FBI right away, but he also told her to try to gather more details and get back to him ASAP. As she clicked off, she heard fire engines in the distance, summoned by the initial alarm.

She spotted two hotel security guards pushing employees out the front door. The young uniformed people were coughing. She ran toward them, still clutching her cell.

“Samantha, come back!” Tripp yelled.

She ignored him and rushed toward the front entrance. A guard held up his hand to stop her.

“I’m Samantha Reid. White House. Homeland Security. Can you tell me what happened here?”

“Don’t know yet, lady. Manager just said something about a gas explosion. Gotta get more people out.”

“Out of the way,” another guard yelled.

The first fire truck careened up the driveway. A dozen men jumped out, grabbed hoses, and ran toward the flames. The fire chief hurried to the entrance, pushing Samantha aside.

“There might be casualties in the kitchen,” a guard shouted as an EMT crew jogged by carrying stretchers.

Holding her hand over her mouth, trying to breathe through the smoke and soot, Samantha stared into the inferno. She dealt with terrorist threats and crises every day, and now she was in the center of one. And she, along with the others, could have been killed.



FOUR


MONDAY MORNING;

    SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

“DURAK! STUPID IDIOT.” VADIM BALTIEV shouted, wiping the perspiration from his bald head with a cocktail napkin. He tossed back a shot of vodka, almost spilling the last of it on his black shirt. He waved his empty glass at the young man standing mute in front of him. “What were you thinking?”

Otto paused for a long time, studying the floor.

“Well?” Vadim asked. “Would you care to explain how you managed to destroy part of a landmark hotel and how our target lived to tell about it?”

“I—the fire alarm went off before the timer, and they all . . .” Otto refused to look up.

Vadim turned to his younger brother who was mixing another round at the bar in the corner of the Russian Hill penthouse. “Misha. What do we do with this moron?”

“Relax,” the swarthy Maksim Baltiev said in a calming tone. “So somebody set off the fire alarm. The bomb didn’t do the job we needed, but it was more than just a weapon. Now we can do a better job next time. Whenever that is,” he spoke his last sentence under his breath. “And we also learned that timers aren’t the best triggers. We may have to go back to cell phones. It’s not Otto’s fault there was a fire in the kitchen. I’m just glad he got out clean.” He paused and turned to Otto. “Driving to Miami and flying back from there was smart.” Misha turned back to Vadim. “No one knows his real name or where he is now. We can use him again.”

“We can use him again,” Vadim mimicked. “We may have to. But this nephew of ours better put in a winning performance next time.” He raised his arm. Otto cringed then relaxed when he saw Vadim simply checking the time on his new Rolex.

Maksim interjected a more positive note. “Don’t forget the kid is great online. He’s the one who set up our Google Alert and Mention systems. Without those, we wouldn’t have known she’d be going to the Naples dinner. And we never would have seen the staff opening for that event. Think about it. He got past their HR people, played his role well, placed the C-4, set the timer—”

“And then completely screwed it up.” Vadim raised his voice again.

Maksim Baltiev was used to his older brother’s mood swings. Dealing with the man’s temper was a daily challenge. One he endured because Vadim was a genius when it came to making money.

Being two of the nearly one hundred oligarchs in Russia, the brothers started out by snagging a state-owned coal company. They fired some workers, cut costs, sold it, and then migrated to the illicit arms business. Now they were desperate to maintain the wealth and status they had built.

Glancing around the spacious penthouse with its cream carpets and black leather couches, Maksim was drawn to the floor-to-ceiling windows. They looked out onto the Golden Gate Bridge, now highlighted in the morning sun.

When they first looked at property, they had enjoyed the irony of relocating to an area called Russian Hill. Now they enjoyed an unrestricted panorama that included Alcatraz, Tiburon, Angel Island, and Belvedere to the north and Treasure Island halfway across the Bay Bridge to the east. A great piece of real estate. All paid for by Vadim’s mind and its terrifying moods.

As he poured another drink and tried to ignore his brother’s rants, Maksim thought back to their days growing up in Moscow when Vadim had looked after him, called him “Misha,” and taught him all sorts of clever ways to gather rubles. Back then, they stole toy guns from GUM, the famous, state shopping mall on the eastern side of Red Square, and sold them to kids in their neighborhood.

Now they sold (many more) real guns and rockets to virtually any militant group that found their cell numbers. Vadim knew how to pay off certain Russian officers to loot weapons from their stockpiles, send shipments to international clients, and stash the payments in various banks with lax record-keeping. It helped when Maksim found bank clerks willing to set up their numbered accounts and then bury the paperwork. For the right price.

Their well-oiled business model back home allowed them to conduct some of their best business abroad. They sold arms to FARC in South America and Lashkar-e-Taiba in Kashmir. And when Hamas and Hezbollah became major buyers, it just added more intrigue and profit to the mix. They never sold to ISIS in Syria or Iraq, though. They wanted to sell guns to rogue armies, not machetes to militants who had a penchant for decapitating Christians. After all, they had standards.

While Vadim could manipulate the numbers, shipments, and pay-offs, he couldn’t predict politicians. They lost a fortune when their accounts in Malta and Cyprus were raided by governments trying to manage deficits by confiscating deposits. And when Putin made his first moves in Crimea and sanctions kicked in, they lost a lot more. Additional sanctions related to election tampering almost wiped them out, but not entirely. Maksim realized these developments just added fuel to his brother’s fiery temper. As he gazed around their expensive condo, he knew it was time for another idea.

As if reading his mind, Vadim called out, “Come over here, and I’ll tell you about our next moves.”

“You’ve come up with a Plan B already?” Maksim said, handing his brother a refill. Otto quietly crept over to a side chair to listen.

“I always have a Plan B, even a Plan C.” Vadim glanced at his nephew and continued, “Plan B is to send Otto to Washington to deal with the woman again. With her out of the way, some of their tracking schemes will slow down. At least for a while. We can work out those details later. Now Plan C is about our cash. I’ve been thinking about how to replace the money we’ve lost. Our sales are one thing, but I’m talking about a hit. I just sent word to our favorite mafya comrades in Moscow. Stas and Lubov are coming over to execute it,” Vadim said with a confident smile, taking another drink.

“I don’t get it. What kind of hit are you talking about?” Maksim said.

“Not just one hit. A major hit,” Vadim said, waving his hand. “It’s going to be where no one would ever expect.”

“Where?” Otto ventured from across the room.

Vadim took a deep breath and announced, “A place called Jackson Hole.”



FIVE


MONDAY MORNING;

    WASHINGTON, D.C.

BRETT KEATING FLASHED HIS BADGE at the security guard at the entrance to the underground parking garage. The hard, plastic ID was blue with the letters “LE” in red on the lower right-hand corner, indicating he carried a gun. He drove to a low level, parked the car, and took the elevator to his floor at 601 Fourth Street NW in downtown Washington. He sprinted down the hall of the FBI’s Field Office, his new home of one whole week.

He was transferred from the Chicago bureau where he gained an impressive reputation as a special agent by ferreting out the connections of crime bosses.

Now, with a promotion and a decent cubicle in the new place, Brett thought he could spend some time assessing the D.C. scene. No such luck. He was right back in the midst of a major investigation. A possible terrorist attack in Naples of all places. Who attacks a vacation town in Florida?

A step away from his cubicle, he sloughed off his jacket and removed his coffee thermos from his briefcase, having learned on his first day that what he made in his condo was gourmet compared to the Turkish tasting stuff in the office pot.

“Brett, get in here.” The order came from a conference room at the end of the hall.

He tossed his briefcase and jacket on his chair, poured the steaming brew into the mug he kept on his desk, and headed to the supervisor’s command center where two other agents were already seated at a long table flanked by American and FBI flags.

“Nice of you to grace us with your presence,” Trevor Mason said in a raspy voice. “We just received an update from the Collier County sheriff in Florida on that explosion.” He passed out copies of a report. Brett pulled out a chair, sat down, and quickly scanned the memo.

“So, you’ll see that he agrees with our guys on the ground that there was some sort of timing device hidden in an electrical cabinet,” the boss continued. “No prints, no fibers, nothing we can trace. They’re saying it was C-4. Our team in Tallahassee is all over it, and DHS sent a team down overnight. They’ve been interviewing every single employee in the hotel, along with management, of course.

“The governor’s security detail has been helping,” Trevor went on. “His social staff went over the guest list. Nothing suspicious there. No unusual foreign names. Just a few Germans who live in Naples with no motive to blow up their own playground. Only problem is that the hotel people say they first thought it might be some sort of gas leak. Not an attack. They’re used to tourists in Naples, not terrorists.”

Brett flipped a page of the report and locked eyes with his boss, an aging man with the eyes of a basset hound. The guy was ready to retire, yet he kept going at all hours. He’d been working to wrap up a whole raft of cases and didn’t look like he planned to call it quits any time soon. Brett had heard he often got hung up on bureaucratic procedure and could be pretty cantankerous when the coffee ran out. He took a sip from his mug and asked, “What about injuries? Says here that a pastry chef got some burns, but it was from a blowtorch, not the explosion. Looks like he got out before the blast. If he were the only one hurt, that would be amazing considering the damage.”

“They say they’re all accounted for except for one guy,” Trevor said.

“A new hire,” Agent Dom Turiano said. “Temporary for that shindig. Management says they were in a hurry to line up some extra servers when the attendance list expanded. They took on several applicants who could speak English. Guess they didn’t take time to vet them too closely. Name they’ve got here is Otto Kukk. What kind of name is that?”

“Could be Estonian,” said the one female analyst at the table. Nori Hotta was the office linguist who spoke half a dozen languages.

Brett turned to the petite woman with black hair and round, wire-rimmed glasses. “We haven’t had that much trouble with Estonians, except for those hackers who steal credit cards. Probably an alias anyway.” He glanced down and continued, “I see that nobody with that name has a Facebook or Twitter account.”

“Point is we need to find this person.” Trevor said. “We’ve got a BOLO for the guy,” he continued, referring to their be-on-the-lookout order. “Not ready for an All-points just yet. Go to the last page of the report. Our artist did a mock-up. Got descriptions from HR, a chef, and a bunch of others in the kitchen.”

Brett studied the drawing. “A lot of dark hair, pretty thin. Does look Eastern European. Or maybe Russian. Nori, what do you think?”

She scanned the page. “Yes, I agree. Looks young too. A student maybe.”

“Most of the terrorists we’ve ID’d are young,” Trevor said. “ISIS recruits teenagers. What the hell are they thinking?” he muttered as he shook his head and pointed to the image. “If he is Estonian or Russian, we haven’t seen any ISIS types from those countries. This could be entirely different. We’re circulating this picture everywhere, checking all our databases. Just for questioning since we’ve got no proof and no connection to anything yet. Now, let’s see what else.” He shuffled the pages and went on. “Our guys on the scene are briefing the media, asking anyone who might know the kid to call it in on the usual FBI number. Wish we had video. The Ritz doesn’t have surveillance in its kitchens or back hallways. Then again, if this waiter is involved, I figure he’s either long gone or long dead.”

“On the other hand,” Nori said, “maybe he’s an illegal who was just looking for work. Maybe he had false papers and just got scared when the fire started and ran away. They have thousands of undocumented immigrants working everywhere in Florida. Maybe it was put together by someone else on the staff, or even a hotel guest.”

“Could be. Whoever it is, this doesn’t look like the work of some lone nutcase or a single terrorist,” Trevor said. “That was a damn big explosion. It had to be pretty well planned. And if it wasn’t a terrorist, it could have been some crazy plot to wipe out the governor. He had the highest profile in the place, except for a bunch of CEOs. Oh, and Samantha Reid from the White House. In any event, the blast didn’t nail any of the important types, or anyone else, because the fire alarm kicked off first.”

Brett studied the memo again and murmured, “I wonder.”

“What?” Trevor barked.

“The waiter, Otto. The idea that he was trying to nail the governor. Reminds me of Occam’s razor.”

“Whose razor?” Dom asked.

“Occam’s razor,” Brett repeated. “The theory that a simpler hypothesis is generally better than a complex one. But in this case . . .” He shook his head. “Something doesn’t compute.”

“Smart-ass,” Trevor mumbled.

“I see what he means,” Nori said, pointing to the paper. “Too many loose ends here. The governor, the Reid woman, this Otto person. I know the police are working on this, but it could be a lot more complicated than this summary from the sheriff or anything we’ve received from our Florida agents.”

“So, what now? Besides the bureau, the sheriff, and DHS, what’s the latest on briefing the president? Has the FBI done that yet?” Brett asked, addressing the question to his boss. He took another sip from his mug and waited for the answer.

“Director was notified within minutes of Samantha Reid’s call to the White House, along with the attorney general. The president is being kept up to speed. He usually likes to sound all in the know about these things, but my hunch is that he’ll wait until the director gives him something substantial. Which could take a while. No one knows who did this, who, if anybody, was the target, and why the hell they picked Naples.”

Trevor pointed to Brett and continued, “Head over to the White House and get an appointment with this Samantha Reid. She works on a whole raft of issues with the DHS, CIA, DOD, and treasury. Seems some part of almost every threat or attack makes its way to her office. I need more from her on this whole scenario. We already have her statement, but they took it right after the blast. Check if she’s back in town. Maybe she’s had a chance to remember more details. Show her the drawing. See if it registers. And when you get back, come talk to me. I’ve got another assignment for you.”

Brett shoved his chair back, grabbing it before it hit the tile floor. “I’m on it,” he said and hurried back to his office to make the call.



SIX


MONDAY AFTERNOON;

    THE WHITE HOUSE

“BRETT KEATING, FBI, TO SEE Samantha Reid,” he said, showing his ID for the second time. His white visitor badge signaled that he had already passed through gate security at the northwest entrance to the White House. A nod allowed him to proceed down a long walkway toward the West Wing. As he walked, he noticed scores of reporters doing stand-ups on the north lawn. Finally, he was ushered into the West Wing lobby by a marine who nodded and opened the door for him.

A guard inside compared the ID to a list on his desk and reached for the phone. “If you’ll take a seat, Agent Keating, I’ll let her assistant know you’re here.”

“Thanks.” Brett stepped over to look at a painting hanging on the west wall. It was Emanuel Leutze and Eastman Johnson’s Washington Crossing the Delaware. There seemed to be a woman in the (president’s) boat along with several others, including a fellow holding an American flag. Brett frowned and shook his head. He vaguely remembered learning in an old American history class that the flag was designed after Washington made that crossing.

It’s still a pretty good picture even if they sort of got it wrong.

On the other side of a tall, mahogany bookcase was another painting. This one was titled Old Faithful by Albert Bierstadt. The national park looked like a great place to explore someday. That is, if he ever got some time off, which he knew wouldn’t be any time soon.

“Mr. Keating?” a short, trim, young woman with a welcoming smile motioned to Brett.

“Yes?” he answered, walking over to display his ID again.

“That won’t be necessary. I’m Joan Tillman, Miss Reid’s administrative assistant. Right this way, please.” She walked past two blue camelback sofas and headed down a hallway. He followed as she climbed a narrow staircase leading to a small office on the second floor. The door was open. She knocked on the doorframe. “Samantha, Special Agent Brett Keating to see you. And by the way, anyone want coffee? We have a fresh pot.”

Brett nodded to Joan. “That would be terrific. Just black please.”

“I’ll have my usual,” a well-modulated voice called from inside.

So, this is the White House Homeland Security Director, Brett thought.

Samantha, clad in a narrow, navy skirt and beige, silk blouse, walked around her desk to give him a firm handshake. He had seen a few pictures of her in recent news reports about how she was leading a task force to crack down on illicit arms sales. The photos didn’t do her justice. “Pleased to meet you,” he said. “I’m sure you’re swamped. Glad you could fit me in.”

“I have another meeting shortly, but you said you were working on the Naples explosion. So, how can I help?” She returned to her desk and motioned to Brett as she sat down.

He pulled up a scarlet, leather side chair, yanked the Collier County sheriff’s report out of his briefcase, and handed it to her. “You may have seen most of this already, but we just got a drawing of a possible suspect. A waiter, Otto Kukk, which probably isn’t his real name. I wanted to see if it jogged your memory. Maybe you saw him or heard something while you were there.”

She studied the report for a minute. “Rather long, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, sometimes those things are a waste of toner. But this one includes some interesting facts about what they found,” Brett said.

“Here’s your coffee,” Joan said from the open door. After she circulated the room, Brett and Samantha held matching mugs. Each had a golden White House seal on one side.

Brett took a sip and said, “Thanks a lot. Much better than what the FBI has these days.”

“We aim to please,” Joan said and quickly left the room.

Samantha flipped through the report until she found the drawing. She paused and closed her eyes, trying to visualize the scene. “It was all so weird and violent,” she said with a slight shudder. “Here we were at a fundraiser with, as my dad used to say, ‘the great and the near great.’ And a waiter came around with red and white wine.” She looked up at the ceiling, hesitated, and said, “Yes, that’s it.”

“What’s it?” Brett asked, leaning forward.

“I think this is the waiter who offered us wine,” she pointed to the picture. “He was right over my shoulder.”

“Watching you?”

“Perhaps. He kept saying, ‘Red or white?’ When I stopped talking and looked up, I sensed he’d been there a while.”

“Then that’s him. He spotted you,” Brett said. “Did you see him again?”

“I don’t think so because the fire alarm went off after that. Then we were all ushered outside right before the explosion. It was incredible. Part of one wall kind of disintegrated in front of us. People were yelling, running, covering their ears. I couldn’t move.

“In the midst of all the chaos,” she explained, “all I could think about was whether anyone had been killed and if it was some kind of terrorist attack.”

She took a drink of her coffee, set the mug down, leaned forward, and then handed the report back to Brett. “I saw in the report that they found a timer. Who set it and why? Do you think it was that waiter? I’ve often thought the bomber could have been targeting the governor, but that theory never adds up perfectly. If someone were trying to kill him, it would be much easier to do it in Tallahassee even with his security detail. And why take out an entire room of innocent people if you’re trying to get one guy? Why not just put something in his drink?”

“Interesting idea,” Brett said. “On the other hand, if this waiter was someone’s errand boy, maybe he was told to use C-4 so that he wouldn’t miss his target in a big ballroom.”

“I guess,” she said.

“There’s also the possibility that you were the target,” Brett said. “As you saw in the report, they’ve been interviewing everyone on the hotel staff, and the only guy they can’t locate is your waiter. They’re going through every staff resume looking for connections even though he was a temporary hire. No one wants to rule out the possibility that someone they fired was crazy enough to do it for revenge.”

He glanced down at the memo again. “Back to this Otto Kukk. He was hired just for the event. HR said they were desperate for extra help when the charity’s guest list multiplied at the last minute.”

“They must have had some references for him. An address, phone number, something,” she ventured.

“That’s what they’re checking now, although most of it has turned out to be fake. They must have been in a hell of a hurry to get him on board. Anyway, our people figure that whoever he is, he’s long gone. Must have slipped by the road blocks. The governor ordered the Fort Myers Airport shut down too. Of course, he could have taken a back road and flown out of Miami. No one considered closing that airport. At first the hotel people were talking about gas leaks, not terrorists. So, there was a slight lag in the time frame.”

Brett took another swig of coffee and went on. “Let’s focus on motive for a minute. What if you were the target? What if it was personal? After all, the news has linked you to this trafficking issue and a whole list of threats you’re working on. Maybe someone is trying to stop you in your tracks.” He paused and eyed her. “How in the world do you stay so calm when you’re dealing with all of this?”

“I work in the most guarded eighteen acres on the planet,” she said with a rueful look. “And why would anyone think he or she could stop the efforts of the whole government by eliminating me? I mean, whenever our people are attacked—government or civilian—that’s when we really get serious. After 9/11, we geared up so much that it’s almost impossible to keep track of who heads what bureau at any one time. And last I heard, the FBI had over thirteen thousand special agents and even more analysts. Is that about right?”

He nodded. “Combined,” she said, “there are hundreds of thousands of people with various clearances protecting the country.” She hesitated a moment and added, “Of course, sometimes someone gets a top secret clearance who should never have been hired in the first place.”

Brett smiled.

She gave him a slight smile in return and said, “I know none of this is news to the FBI. As for the person or group responsible for this attack, they can’t kill us all. So, what about you? You probably deal with the same thing or worse.”

Brett shifted in his seat. “I guess.” He gingerly fingered a small scar on the side of his cheek, a reminder of a fight with a crime boss. It wasn’t his only scar. Just the most obvious one. “But I’m here to jog your memory. If you were a target, why were you attacked there? Did you notice anyone tailing you around Naples? Anyone who seemed out of place at the dinner or before you got there? Do you remember anything at all that could help us?”

Samantha sat back for a long moment. “I remember arriving Saturday morning at the Fort Myers airport,” she finally said. “It was crowded, and it seemed like more people were leaving than arriving. Probably all the snowbirds heading north for the summer. I didn’t notice anyone following me at the airport.”

She hesitated before continuing. “My friend picked me up. We drove down I-75 to Naples and had lunch at the Port Royal Club. Nothing strange there. Later we drove to the Ritz. Can’t say we were followed. I wasn’t looking out the back window. When we got to the hotel entrance, I saw the governor’s limo pull up. He was surrounded by his security people. Nothing odd about that.”

“What about the others you were with that night? We have a guest list, but we don’t know who was in what group,” Brett said.

“I was with Tripp Adams. He works in the private sector, VP of GeoGlobal Oil & Gas. And his parents. His dad is a retired CEO. His mother is the one who’s on the board of the Everglades charity group. That’s why we were there.”

Brett grabbed a leather folder from his briefcase, opened it, and scanned a long list. “So, Tripp Adams. Would that be Hamilton Bainbridge Adams III?” He asked, raising his eyebrows.

“Well, yes,” Samantha admitted with a slight sigh. “He hates the long name. That’s why he goes by Tripp. I doubt he was a target, though. He negotiates oil leases around the world.”

“I agree,” Brett said, jotting down some notes. “Let’s get back to you. How would anyone know you had left Washington and were going to Florida? And how would any potential enemies know you were going to a fundraiser on a Saturday night? I know top White House officials are often watched, shall we say, by foreign operatives, but in Naples?”

“I know, I’ve thought about that too. All I can think of is a clipping Mrs. Adams showed me from a social column in her local newspaper about the dinner. It listed a number of people who were on the guest list, like the governor, the board members. And yes, my name was also there. It was all in a press release the Everglades committee compiled to get publicity for the event. It was on their website too.”

“Was that smart?” Brett asked.

“Obviously not,” Samantha said. “But I wasn’t in charge of that one.”

“You do get a lot of publicity on your own, though.”

She nodded. “It all started with a leak to a New York paper about our efforts to track weapon shipments,” she said. “I was really upset and started to feel like a piñata for the White House Press Corps during the follow up stories and all that. So, you’re right. There’s been more coverage about what we’re doing to shut down certain accounts that end up in the hands of the worst players. Agent Keating—”

“Why don’t you call me Brett?” he interrupted. “I assume you’ll want updates, so we’ll probably be in touch.”

“Absolutely. I know a lot of people are working on the investigation, but I really appreciate your coming over and keeping me up to speed on this.”

“And on that up-to-speed note,” Brett said, “here’s my card with my cell number.” He handed it to her. “If you think of anything, anything at all, please call me. Day or night.”

She studied the number and looked like she was committing it to memory. “Here I am working on all sorts of threats. But this is the first time I’ve felt I might have been . . . a target. And perhaps it was personal.”



SEVEN


TUESDAY DAWN;

    GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, D.C.

SAMANTHA GRABBED THE CLOCK AND punched the alarm to stop the dreaded buzzing that always reminded her of a swarm of bumble bees. 5:45 a.m. The first rays of light were seeping through her plantation shutters. As she threw back the covers on her standard double bed, the largest that would fit into her miniscule bedroom, she made a mental note to buy a new clock the next time she had a chance to go shopping, which was never these days.

She didn’t mind the tight quarters too much, though. Perched on the second floor, she had a decent view of the park across lower K Street where she could jog along the Potomac River. The park was a stone’s throw from the shops and restaurants at Washington Harbour and a few blocks from the very heart of Georgetown.

Samantha pushed her hair out of her eyes, grabbed her robe, and began her morning routine, one that would get her to the office by 6:30 a.m. As she walked to her galley kitchen, a small yawn reminded her why she had moved to this red-brick complex with underground parking. With a condo overlooking the Whitehurst Freeway—which wasn’t a real freeway, just a shortcut to downtown—she was close to the White House. Unfairly close. Her seven-minute commute was unheard of in D.C. And she had her supervisor at the Department of Energy to thank for it.

When he was named White House Director of Homeland Security, he brought her with him to the West Wing as his deputy. Moving closer to the White House had helped her put in the long hours necessary to perform well in her new role. Her ability to analyze and synthesize complicated issues hadn’t hurt either. At first she focused on energy and nuclear threats, but she quickly shifted to issues in all six directorates dealing with chemical, biological, and transportation threats and other threatened sectors. It wasn’t long before the chief of staff started asking her to prepare briefing papers for presidential news conferences. But after a few years, her boss was charged with a hit-and-run assault and had to resign. That’s when the chief of staff promoted her to the top job with a direct report to the head of the NSC, Ken Cosgrove.

When she padded into the kitchen, Samantha made a small pot of coffee, forked open an English muffin, and started the toaster. She flicked on a small TV on the counter and clicked to Fox News to catch the latest. The anchor summarized the investigation in Naples, saying no suspects were in custody. Nothing new there. Samantha often knew the biggest news stories long before Fox or CNN or any other network. Yet she always found herself tuning in and switching between channels to see how developments were reported and analyzed. It was also interesting to try and guess who had leaked what to which reporter.

She frowned as the anchor estimated the damages caused by the explosion. For the first time in her life, she felt slightly vulnerable and off-kilter. Samantha switched the feed to CNN and checked the toaster as the new anchor introduced CNN’s White House correspondent.

“We’re expecting an announcement later this morning regarding the state visit by the Prime Minister of Great Britain. CNN has learned that the two leaders will be discussing upheavals in Pakistan amid worries over future control and proliferation of their nuclear arsenal, efforts by NATO and the European Union to contain further moves by Russia, and coordination to combat new types of cyber-crimes believed to be emanating from Bulgaria as well as China and North Korea. We will have more details after the noon briefing by the press secretary. Reporting from the White House, this is Luzelle Malanghu for CNN.”

How did she find out about the topics of discussion? We haven’t announced those yet. Some of the subjects are classified.

Samantha frowned more deeply.

We don’t just have leaks, we have a colander.

She grabbed the muffin as it popped up, spread a bit of butter and strawberry jam on it, poured a cup of coffee, and added cream and sugar to it. She carried her breakfast to the small, square table in her living room that served as a combination desk and dining spot. It was the only space that allowed her to eat while checking her two email accounts in the morning before heading to the White House. She took a sip from her mug, entered a password on her secure computer, and quickly scrolled down the official list of messages.

She saw a dozen notices from DHS and the Treasury, though nothing new on Naples. There was one from her friend Angela Marconi, now the number two in presidential scheduling, saying she was coordinating the president’s meeting with the Brits but might be free for lunch tomorrow. Then she switched to her personal email and stopped to read a note from Tripp.

Hi, Hon. Getting settled into my new place. Dallas is a lot hotter than DC, but the condo is great . . . not far from SMU. It’s about the same size as my place at Turnberry Tower. You’ll have to see it sometime. Heading down to South America day after tomorrow to negotiate another deal. Back to you later. . . . T.

As she reread his email, it reminded her of a piece of modern art—something open to interpretation.

See it some time? He’s probably never there. Just like he was never in D.C. when he had an office on K Street. And what is with that sign off? No “Love you, babe” or anything even close.

She gazed out her living room window toward Key Bridge. Ribbons of headlights streamed into the city and passed the tall outline of Turnberry Tower in Arlington. She remembered many evenings on its eighteenth floor, though she rarely enjoyed its view. Her fear of heights always kept her off the balcony, but that had never seemed to matter.

Samantha glanced at her watch and realized it was getting late. She quickly finished her muffin and reached for a final sip of coffee when her computer signaled a new government email. It was from the Situation Room. She scanned it, replied, “On my way, thanks,” and raced to her closet.
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