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Praise for the Department Thirty novels by David Kent





THE MESA CONSPIRACY





“Faith is the kind of strong, accomplished, feminine character I love. Immensely satisfying! Makes you want to go back and read the beginnings of Department Thirty.”




—John J. Nance, New York Times bestselling author of Fire Flight




“A terrific action-packed conspiracy thriller that never slows down.”




—Harriet Klausner




DEPARTMENT THIRTY





“Department Thirtyhas it all—nail-biting suspense, political intrigue, and a rich plot full of surprises—written in a smooth style that makes it almost impossible to put down. This modern-day Manchurian Candidate will leave its readers breathless and anxious for more. David Kent’s first novel is a winner!”




—William Bernhardt, bestselling author of Death Row




“One heckuva good ride…. A page-turner until the end, it is hard to put down…. A truly great read. If you’re a fan of thrillers, pick up this book!”




—The Oklahoma Gazette




“A thrill-a-minute ride…a classic man-on-the-run thriller.”




—Mystery Scene




“Wow! Terrific…engrossing from first page to last.”




—Madill Record (Madill, OK)




“The author knows how to write a compelling mystery.”




—The Daily Oklahoman




“Kent does an excellent job of keeping the level of suspense high and, most importantly, the reader turning pages.”




—Thebookreporter.com
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People are trapped in history, and history is trapped in them.




—James A. Warren




“If I said I’d marry you, it was only for to try you.




So bring your witness, love, and I’ll not deny you.”




“Oh, witness have I none, save God Almighty.




And may He reward you well, for the slighting of me.”




Her lips grew pale and wan, it made her poor heart tremble,




To think she’d loved a one, and he’d proved deceitful.




—“The Blacksmith,” English folk song















Prologue









April 28, 1893




Anadarko, Oklahoma Territory




THEY HAD BEEN TRYING TO KILL HIM FOR HIS ENTIRE life, and they had finally succeeded.




They’d tried at Palo Duro Canyon and Adobe Walls. The white soldiers and the Texas Rangers and the Mexicans had chased him across the plains, from the Rio Grande to the Canadian, and had tried to destroy the People. Then the buffalo grew scarce, the People had nearly starved, and he was finally forced to “surrender.”




So they’d put the People on a piece of land and said they could not freely roam the plains any longer, but must stay within certain boundaries, and that they should raise cattle and plant corn. Their commissions and councils then decided that the big pieces of land should go to the white cattlemen, and the People were each given small plots of land. For fifteen years now he’d been considered a “prisoner of war.” But there was no more war. He was really a prisoner of the tiny little plot of land.




He was an old man now, with pains in his legs, and he walked with a cane. And now, after all that came before, they had killed him.




He felt the fire inside himself, the pain growing and spreading, the same way the stalks of corn now spread across the plains, the corn the People had been forced to plant. Somehow, some way, they’d found a way to put the pain and the fire into his belly, and it was starting to spread up through his chest, toward his heart.




He felt a rough hand in his back and looked around. Cleaton, the interpreter, a little man with crooked teeth and a tobacco-stained beard, was motioning to him.




“Go,” Cleaton said in the language of the People. “Run if you have to, but don’t be late.” There was a taunt to his voice, as if he were talking to a small child.




The man nodded to him without speaking. He already had his ticket, and he walked into the Rock Island station, a beautiful gabled building, the color of sweet cream, withANADARKO in huge black letters above the door. He walked through the foyer, leaning on his cane, blinking against the fire.




He looked back once at Cleaton. The little man smiled and spat a stream of juice onto the floor. Behind him, the two soldiers just looked bored. As far as they were concerned, he was just an old man. Just another Indian.




No,he thought.I cannot die now. There is too much to do. Too much to tell. He had ridden trains before, of course, and had even taken one of the noisy beasts all the way to Washington, to the seat of the white councils. He had shaken his fist and talked to them about the land and the People, and they had nodded and muttered and put him back on the train.




But now…this was different.




Many were dead. Not just men, but women and children as well. Even women who were with child.




He knew the truth. He knew why. He knew what had really happened, and he would ride to Washington again, would go to the councils, and would tell them. He would not die here. Not until he told the truth.




He almost smiled. This time, he was not alone. Another man knew the truth, the strange little white man named Doag. He had left already, had been gone six days. They would meet in Washington and they would go together to the councils.




The man willed the fire within him to die. He blinked against the pain, fighting as he had fought at Adobe Walls. It was becoming difficult to see and hear now, but his head jerked when he heard the whistle.




“What a shame, Chief,” Cleaton taunted. “Too late.”




He whipped around, stared at the man so long and so hard that the interpreter finally dropped his eyes. He began to move more quickly. The train was making smoke, the steam rolling up into the pale sky, a cloudless blue spring sky over the plains. A sky that would make men in the great cities go blind, he thought.




Now he was running, tossing his cane away. He ran onto the platform, then jumped off it to the soft ground below. The train’s wheels started to turn.




For a great moment he was a free Comanche again, running on the plains under the pale sky, smelling the sweetness of the grass, high from the early spring rains. There was no pain in his legs, and he’d quenched the fire they’d lit inside him. By the force of his will, he’d conquered it. They thought they’d killed him, put something inside him that would silence him. But he had overcome, and he would be on the train to Washington.




The train was moving, but for a moment he could almost reach out and catch the railing of the caboose. He would close his fingers over it….




He stumbled.




The fire and the pain roared back, a predator demanding to be fed. It crackled within him. It was in his belly, his heart, his throat, a thousand times worse than before.




He raised his hands toward the sky, that expanse of blue that went on forever. He implored the Spirits to give him strength, to propel him forward, to not take him yet, to let him—




He fell.




He toppled to the side of the railroad track, and he lifted his head just in time to see the train leaving the station, pulling around a bend. In a moment, it was out of sight.




He screamed an ancient war cry, one of the cries he’d used so many times in his life. They had killed him, after all. Now everything depended on the white man. Everything depended on Doag.He would tell them. He would tell them the truth and they would have to listen.




He raised his arms again. He turned his face toward the sun and listened. His name meant “Voice of the Sunrise,” and now, with a thousand suns lit inside his body, consuming him from the inside out, he heard the sun itself speak to him.




People at the train station were shouting, running, pointing toward the old man. One of the soldiers was first off the platform, Cleaton close behind him. The soldier reached him first, grabbed the old man’s body, and rolled him over.




“Chief?” the young soldier said. “Hey, Chief!” He looked helplessly around him.




Cleaton knelt down beside him, noticed how pale the man’s coppery skin had become. His face was frozen in a knot of anguish. Cleaton spat into the grass. “Someone go to the agency,” he finally said. “Tell them Tabananika is dead.”




The Same Day




Washington, D.C.




Jonathan Doag was not normally the kind of man who slept until noon, but it had been a long, long train ride from the Territory, and he’d been beset by bad dreams on the trip. In the dreams he experienced it all again: the blood, the smoke, the screams. The screams of the children.




He bolted upright in his feather bed, bathed in sweat, eyes darting to every corner of the room.His room. He blinked, feeling his heart race.




Hisroom, in Washington. In Georgetown, a short walk from the White House. He wasn’t in the little room at the back of the Kiowa/Comanche/Apache agency in Anadarko, where he’d lived for two years. He wasn’t in his cramped berth on the train. He was home, in the beautiful town house he’d leased when he first came to Washington.




His heartbeat began to slow. Doag put a hand over his chest.




He was safe here.




He breathed out slowly.




Tabananika was scheduled to leave today. He would be in Washington four days from now. It was going to be all right, all of it. They couldn’t touch him here.




Doag lay back on the feather bed. It was a fine spring morning, Washington’s azaleas in bloom outside his window. He pulled up the quilt his mother had made. It had been a gift on his graduation from Harvard. He nestled himself against the pillow.




No more dreams.




What had happened was over. He couldn’t change the horror, couldn’t erase the blood, but he could help bring justice to the Territory. He and Tabananika would do it together, a historic cooperation between the white man and the Comanche. Doag began to drift off again.




He was fast asleep when the downstairs door opened and a man quietly entered the town house. He walked to the staircase and ascended slowly, holding the rail. He turned to Jonathan Doag’s bedroom and opened the door, silent as a cat in a dark house. He positioned himself in the chair at the foot of Doag’s bed and watched the small young man sleeping. All he could see was the top of Doag’s head, the blond hair sticking out. The man smiled.




He sat that way for over an hour, until Doag began to stir. “That’s it,” the man said. “Time to wake up, Mr. Doag.”




Doag jerked as if he’d been poked with something sharp. Still not fully awake, he remembered the dream. The voice…thatvoice. He’d heard it before.




I don’t care if she’s with child. Line her up with the rest of them.




Doag opened his eyes.




No one leaves alive, understand?




The voice had haunted him, the voice behind the smoke and the blood and the screams of the babies.




Burn them down! Every last one of them!




Doag screamed.




“Come, now, Mr. Doag,” the man said. “You wail like a woman. That’s not befitting someone who’s been out on the wild frontier, who’s dealt with the Comanche like you have. You’re stronger than that, aren’t you, Mr. Doag?”




“How did you—?”




The man crossed his legs at the ankle and propped them on the edge of Doag’s bed. He clucked his tongue. “Don’t ask questions. Questions got you into this mess.”




Doag started to edge toward the other side of the bed, away from the man, away from the voice.




“Don’t run away,” the man said, then the voice turned harder. “We had an agreement, and you broke it.”




Doag gathered his nightshirt around him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




“Don’t insult me. Why the sudden need to come back to Washington? Your tour’s not up for nearly a year.”




“Family emergency,” Doag mumbled, his eyes growing wide.




“You don’t have any family in Washington. You’re lying to me, and I hate being lied to almost as much as I hate being betrayed.”




“No, no, I—”




The man thundered up out of the chair and kicked it away. “I told you to keep quiet and you would live. That’s pretty simple, isn’t it? What’s difficult to understand about that?”




Doag began to cry, tears streaking down his thin face. “I don’t—”




“But you weren’t going to keep quiet, and now you don’t get to live. You and the old Indian.”




Doag jerked. “Leave him alone,” he said, finding his voice. “His people have been through enough, especially after—”




The man took out a pocket watch and snapped it open. “Too late,” he said. He closed the watch and looked at Doag. “Too late.”




Doag screamed again and clambered out of the bed. The man was big but quick, and he followed Doag’s every move. “We had an agreement,” the man whispered, closing on him.




Doag backed away. His arms flailed. He knocked a lamp off his bedside table. “Don’t kill me,” he murmured. “My family has money.”




“Too late,” the man said. “What your family could pay is nothing compared to what I’m going to make in the Territory and Texas. I’m a hero, you know, and heroes are rewarded.”




Doag dodged to his left and stumbled against his old rocking chair. Then the man was on him. He picked up the smaller man, like a groom taking a bride across the threshold, and carried him back to the bed. Then he straddled him, powerful legs on either side of Jonathan Doag.




“Guns and knives are so messy,” the man said. “This is really more close-up work, don’t you think?”




Doag whipped his head from side to side. “No—”




The pillow came down on Doag’s face. The little man struggled, but he was frail and his attacker strong. The struggle lasted only a few minutes, then Jonathan Doag stopped moving. The killer removed the pillow and put it under Doag’s head. The little man looked much the same as he had when his killer entered the room. The man arranged the covers around him, then went through Doag’s desk, taking money and Doag’s watch so it would appear to be a robbery.




The killer walked to the edge of the bedroom and looked back at Doag’s body. “See what your little attack of conscience got you?” he said, then left the room and closed the door. He left the town house as silently as he had come.




On the street, he turned left and walked in the general direction of the White House. It was a fine spring morning, and he whistled as he walked.















Part One













1









The Present, July 11, 2:30A.M.




Galveston Island, Texas




ALEX RARELY SLEPT WELL THESE DAYS, AND WHEN THE phone rang she was only dozing, halfway between asleep and awake. Her mind floated in a thin mist, thinking of the soft sands beside the Gulf of Mexico, a few hundred yards away; of the rolling Oklahoma prairie she’d left behind; and thinking that if she’d really embezzled all those hundreds of thousands of dollars, she wouldn’t have stayed in this budget motel, but in one of the big beachside condominiums.




The first thing she did when the phone rang was to reach beside her in the bed, instinctively feeling for what wasn’t there. When her hand touched only the cool sheets, she slowly balled it into a fist. Gary was gone. Her husband wasn’t coming back. It was almost as if he’d left her twice—the first time, the day after she found out about the baby, waking up to his note taped to her guitar case, filled with phrases like too needful and dependent and can’t envision having a child with you. The second time, a month later, it was the strange voice on the telephone: “Detective Ford from the St. Louis Police Department…shooting in the Central West End…he was dead at the scene…involved in drugs…very sorry…”




She was alone. Of course, she’d felt alone for most of her life, but somehow her brief time with Gary had churned up her expectations, like a handful of pebbles tossed into a pond. She’d had to reacquaint herself with the aloneness.




She unclenched her fist and rolled toward the phone beside the bed. “Alex Bridge?” said a man’s voice. “Don’t answer me. Don’t speak at all. This is Wells.”




“I—”




“I said don’t speak! After I hang up, stay where you are for fifteen minutes, then come and meet me. I’m on the beach across the street, just off Thirty-ninth. I’ll be under the last beach umbrella before the rock jetty at Thirty-ninth. I’ve found something that will help you clear your name.”




Alex sat perfectly still.




“I’m hanging up now. Fifteen minutes, Ms. Bridge.”




She lay back in bed, breathing quietly. She ran a hand down across her stomach, felt the swelling. She did it these days without even noticing that she was doing it.




She let herself think of Gary’s note, scribbled on a piece of yellow legal paper, and then the other note, this one on official company stationery from Cross Current Media:






TO: Alex Bridge, Traffic and Billing Dept.




FR: Edward Mullaney, Vice President for Administration & Human Resources




You are being placed on immediate administrative leave from your position, pending the outcome of the investigation into the $498,207.33 missing from corporate accounts as of today’s date. Officers of the Federal Bureau of Investigation will be contacting you. You are to cooperate fully. In keeping with company policy, this leave will be without pay.







She thought of the first call from Wells, three days ago. “Galveston, Texas. Find a hotel along the Seawall. That’s where the final truth is. Meet me there….”




“I’ve found something that will help you clear your name,”Wells had said just now.




She watched the clock, the red digital numbers floating beside the hotel bed. Ten minutes slipped by. She got out of bed and stood beside it, barefoot, her long maternity nightshirt falling past her knees.




This is crazy,she thought. FBI agents don’t ask for late-night meetings on secluded beaches.




“I’ve found something that will help you clear your name.”




She stumbled into the bathroom and squinted at herself in the harsh light above the mirror. Twenty-nine weeks along, people liked to tell her about the pregnancy “glow” she had. It was absurdly true: she often had high color in her cheeks these days, contrasting deeply with her dark skin. She fussed a little with her hair, dark brown with blond streaks, in a short, simple shag. She raised her arms, frowned at the stretch marks, ran a hand across the tattoo on her upper arm, a crown of thorns intertwined with roses and crosses. Just above her ankle was another tattoo, an intricate Celtic knot. She pulled on a plain white T-shirt and blue denim maternity shorts, then found her sandals.This is crazy, she thought again.




Alex ran a washcloth over her face, feeling the four holes in her left earlobe, three in the right. She felt naked without at least two pairs of earrings, but this was no time to accessorize. She ran her thumb across her ring finger. She’d barely gotten used to wearing the simple silver wedding band before Gary left, and now she hadn’t been able to bring herself to take it off.




She silently moved toward the door, catching the outline of two of her instrument cases—just the flute and violin this trip. Sometimes the music was all that could center her. Before Gary had come into her life, it was all she had.




She left her room, turned into the hall, walked through the hotel lobby, and emerged silently into the night. She inhaled the thick air, so different from that of the plains. Across Seawall Boulevard was Galveston’s famous seawall itself, the wall that gave way in the famous flood of 1900. Alex hummed a few bars of “Wasn’t That a Mighty Storm” and started across the road.




The street was deserted. Unlike some resort towns, and unlike its own notorious past, Galveston actually slept sometimes. A single car sat across the street, at the row of parking meters by the sidewalk that ran along the top of the seawall.Wells’s car? she wondered. She looked at it as she passed. Texas plates, a rental sticker on the window. Her pulse quickened.




She crossed to the stairway that led to the beach, held the rail, and started down. The steps themselves were fairly steep, and she didn’t much like going either up or down steps lately. She could hear the surf, the waves rolling into the shore. They never stopped: that had been her biggest surprise, when she stood beside the Gulf for the first time a few hours ago. The waves were never silent. They continued their assault on the shore, relentless in their pursuit.




The only good light here came from the street above, casting the beach into deep shadow against the surf. She stepped onto the sand and started down toward the row of nicely spaced beach umbrellas and folding wooden chairs that stayed on the beach year-round.




Alex began to sweat: nerves and pregnancy, she thought. She was warm-natured anyway but, being pregnant, she always seemed to be sweating. What had Wells found? she wondered. Clerical errors, computer problems, or something darker? Someone else embezzling money and trying to blame Alex? A setup?




She shook her head, squeezing a droplet of perspiration away from her eye. She came to the end of the beach and turned right at the edge of the Gulf. She left the soft, fine sand to wade through a few inches of water, letting its coolness wash through the hot summer night.




Everything was still. No horns honked. She heard no birds. The only sound was the surf. It was too still, Alex realized as she approached the last beach umbrella. Beyond it was the rock jetty, one of many that jutted out from the beach at regular intervals.




Alex cleared her throat. “Agent Wells?” she said, ten feet from the umbrella.




Only the surf answered her.




“Hello?”




Even as water dripped from her ankles, covering her Celtic tattoo with bits of foamy surf, Alex’s heartbeat began racing again.Careful, she thought.Think of the baby.




“It’s me,” she said. “Alex Bridge.” She took a few steps.




A beach chair sat on either side of the spot where the umbrella was staked into the sand. The one nearest Alex was empty.




She ducked under the umbrella.




“Agent Wells, I’m here. Are you—”




The man was sitting in the other chair, opposite where she stood.




“Hello!” Alex shouted. Anger started to grab her: this was his idea, the least he could do was stay awake. She thumped the beach umbrella stand with her fist.




Wells didn’t move.




Alarm bells started to go off behind Alex’s eyes. She hunched down and circled behind the two chairs until she was directly behind Wells.




“Hey!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.




She reached over the back of the chair and shook the man’s shoulder. His head lolled to one side.




Alex drew back her hand, feeling the warm stickiness on it. She brought it close to her face and sniffed.




She swallowed hard, fighting the urge to scream.




Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…now what?




She took a tentative step around the chair.




From what she could tell, Special Agent Paul Wells of the FBI had been in his midthirties, with a slim build, blond hair cut short and a well-groomed mustache. She put a hand against his arm and felt more stickiness.




The blood was everywhere. His light-colored polo shirt was soaked through, the stain spreading out from his chest. Alex realized with dawning horror that some of the blood was dripping onto her foot in its open-toed sandal.




“No,” she whispered.




She started to back away.




Thoughts began to tumble out of control: Wells had been killed, Wells had information that could clear her of the embezzlement, Wells had told her to come to Galveston, someone wanted Wells dead, Wells was dead!




Alex stumbled and fell to the ground, bracing with her wrist, automatically angling her body so she wouldn’t fall on her stomach. Her breath started to jerk in short gasps. Her fingers clawed the sand.




Her mind churned. She had to get away, away from the blood, away from this beach. She stood unsteadily, backing farther away from Wells, toward the jetty. The waves crashed the shore. The lights of an offshore oil rig blinked. Above and behind her, she heard a car.




Light exploded onto the beach. An amplified voice screamed down at her: “Police! Don’t move!”




Alex threw her hands over her face, shielding her eyes from the light, and instinctively spun away, back toward the Gulf.




“Stay where you are!” the voice thundered. “Keep your hands up front! If you still have the gun on you, put it on the beach in front of you!”




Gun?




Alex gazed toward the light. More cars sounded. A siren. Running feet.




“No, you don’t understand,” she called.




“Be quiet! Don’t move!”




She saw vague shapes moving on the staircase coming down from the street.




“No,” she said.




Alex ran.




 




Somehow, she kept her mind focused while she fled across the sand, kicking off her sandals as she splashed through the edge of the surf. Wells had been investigating her for fraud and embezzlement. Wells was dead. She was caught standing over the body, his blood literally on her hands.




Gun?she wondered. They could see she wasn’t armed. And how did the police happen to get there at just that moment?




Alex stumbled against an incoming wave. She’d been set up. The whole thing—the embezzlement investigation, the meeting on the beach, all of it.




But I’m a nobody,she screamed inwardly.Why me? I’m just a data-entry clerk who took the job to pay the bills so I can play music on the weekends! I’m nothing!




The steps quickened behind her, more of them, thundering against the surf. The voices started to lose their shape, melting into one another, screaming at her to stop. They were growing louder.




Alex veered toward the water, and a wave crashed into her. She kept her feet for a moment, struggling against the current, inertia pulling her down. Another wave was hard on the heels of the first one, white foam at its crest. It washed over her and Alex was soaked. She fell, pain exploding in her head.




She coughed water out her nose and mouth, rolling to her side, clutching at her abdomen.They set me up…but why?




For a moment she caught a faint glimmer of memory, a voice speaking quietly, hastily on her cell phone while she sat in a park and ate her lunch. Then more words, weeks later: a message on her computer screen at work. Words she couldn’t understand.




Footsteps stopped over her, and she heard a male voice. “Ah, shit, it’s a woman—and, ah, Jesus, she’s pregnant.” The voice faded slightly, as if the cop had turned away. “Better call a second ambulance!”




Gary…the baby…Wells…They all started to run together. Just as another wave broke behind her, Alex Bridge began to lose consciousness. In a moment of startling clarity, she tried to reach the words, to wonder what they meant and why someone wanted to destroy her. But she couldn’t think. It all slid away from her, like a child’s ball rolling unchecked into a busy street.




For a moment Alex’s entire body felt hot, electrically charged, the world blazing around her. Then she surrendered to the darkness.
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TO: Alex Bridge, Traffic and Billing Dept.




FR: Edward Mullaney, Vice President for Administration & Human Resources




You are being placed on immediate administrative leave from your position, pending the outcome of the investigation into the $498,207.33 missing from corporate accounts as of today’s date. Officers of the Federal Bureau of Investigation will be contacting you. You are to cooperate fully. In keeping with company policy, this leave will be without pay.







She thought of the first call from Wells, three days ago. “Galveston, Texas. Find a hotel along the Seawall. That’s where the final truth is. Meet me there….”




“I’ve found something that will help you clear your name,”Wells had said just now.




She watched the clock, the red digital numbers floating beside the hotel bed. Ten minutes slipped by. She got out of bed and stood beside it, barefoot, her long maternity nightshirt falling past her knees.




This is crazy,she thought. FBI agents don’t ask for late-night meetings on secluded beaches.




“I’ve found something that will help you clear your name.”




She stumbled into the bathroom and squinted at herself in the harsh light above the mirror. Twenty-nine weeks along, people liked to tell her about the pregnancy “glow” she had. It was absurdly true: she often had high color in her cheeks these days, contrasting deeply with her dark skin. She fussed a little with her hair, dark brown with blond streaks, in a short, simple shag. She raised her arms, frowned at the stretch marks, ran a hand across the tattoo on her upper arm, a crown of thorns intertwined with roses and crosses. Just above her ankle was another tattoo, an intricate Celtic knot. She pulled on a plain white T-shirt and blue denim maternity shorts, then found her sandals.This is crazy, she thought again.




Alex ran a washcloth over her face, feeling the four holes in her left earlobe, three in the right. She felt naked without at least two pairs of earrings, but this was no time to accessorize. She ran her thumb across her ring finger. She’d barely gotten used to wearing the simple silver wedding band before Gary left, and now she hadn’t been able to bring herself to take it off.




She silently moved toward the door, catching the outline of two of her instrument cases—just the flute and violin this trip. Sometimes the music was all that could center her. Before Gary had come into her life, it was all she had.




She left her room, turned into the hall, walked through the hotel lobby, and emerged silently into the night. She inhaled the thick air, so different from that of the plains. Across Seawall Boulevard was Galveston’s famous seawall itself, the wall that gave way in the famous flood of 1900. Alex hummed a few bars of “Wasn’t That a Mighty Storm” and started across the road.




The street was deserted. Unlike some resort towns, and unlike its own notorious past, Galveston actually slept sometimes. A single car sat across the street, at the row of parking meters by the sidewalk that ran along the top of the seawall.Wells’s car? she wondered. She looked at it as she passed. Texas plates, a rental sticker on the window. Her pulse quickened.




She crossed to the stairway that led to the beach, held the rail, and started down. The steps themselves were fairly steep, and she didn’t much like going either up or down steps lately. She could hear the surf, the waves rolling into the shore. They never stopped: that had been her biggest surprise, when she stood beside the Gulf for the first time a few hours ago. The waves were never silent. They continued their assault on the shore, relentless in their pursuit.




The only good light here came from the street above, casting the beach into deep shadow against the surf. She stepped onto the sand and started down toward the row of nicely spaced beach umbrellas and folding wooden chairs that stayed on the beach year-round.




Alex began to sweat: nerves and pregnancy, she thought. She was warm-natured anyway but, being pregnant, she always seemed to be sweating. What had Wells found? she wondered. Clerical errors, computer problems, or something darker? Someone else embezzling money and trying to blame Alex? A setup?




She shook her head, squeezing a droplet of perspiration away from her eye. She came to the end of the beach and turned right at the edge of the Gulf. She left the soft, fine sand to wade through a few inches of water, letting its coolness wash through the hot summer night.




Everything was still. No horns honked. She heard no birds. The only sound was the surf. It was too still, Alex realized as she approached the last beach umbrella. Beyond it was the rock jetty, one of many that jutted out from the beach at regular intervals.




Alex cleared her throat. “Agent Wells?” she said, ten feet from the umbrella.




Only the surf answered her.




“Hello?”




Even as water dripped from her ankles, covering her Celtic tattoo with bits of foamy surf, Alex’s heartbeat began racing again.Careful, she thought.Think of the baby.




“It’s me,” she said. “Alex Bridge.” She took a few steps.




A beach chair sat on either side of the spot where the umbrella was staked into the sand. The one nearest Alex was empty.




She ducked under the umbrella.




“Agent Wells, I’m here. Are you—”




The man was sitting in the other chair, opposite where she stood.




“Hello!” Alex shouted. Anger started to grab her: this was his idea, the least he could do was stay awake. She thumped the beach umbrella stand with her fist.




Wells didn’t move.




Alarm bells started to go off behind Alex’s eyes. She hunched down and circled behind the two chairs until she was directly behind Wells.




“Hey!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.




She reached over the back of the chair and shook the man’s shoulder. His head lolled to one side.




Alex drew back her hand, feeling the warm stickiness on it. She brought it close to her face and sniffed.




She swallowed hard, fighting the urge to scream.




Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…now what?




She took a tentative step around the chair.




From what she could tell, Special Agent Paul Wells of the FBI had been in his midthirties, with a slim build, blond hair cut short and a well-groomed mustache. She put a hand against his arm and felt more stickiness.




The blood was everywhere. His light-colored polo shirt was soaked through, the stain spreading out from his chest. Alex realized with dawning horror that some of the blood was dripping onto her foot in its open-toed sandal.




“No,” she whispered.




She started to back away.




Thoughts began to tumble out of control: Wells had been killed, Wells had information that could clear her of the embezzlement, Wells had told her to come to Galveston, someone wanted Wells dead, Wells was dead!




Alex stumbled and fell to the ground, bracing with her wrist, automatically angling her body so she wouldn’t fall on her stomach. Her breath started to jerk in short gasps. Her fingers clawed the sand.




Her mind churned. She had to get away, away from the blood, away from this beach. She stood unsteadily, backing farther away from Wells, toward the jetty. The waves crashed the shore. The lights of an offshore oil rig blinked. Above and behind her, she heard a car.




Light exploded onto the beach. An amplified voice screamed down at her: “Police! Don’t move!”




Alex threw her hands over her face, shielding her eyes from the light, and instinctively spun away, back toward the Gulf.




“Stay where you are!” the voice thundered. “Keep your hands up front! If you still have the gun on you, put it on the beach in front of you!”




Gun?




Alex gazed toward the light. More cars sounded. A siren. Running feet.




“No, you don’t understand,” she called.




“Be quiet! Don’t move!”




She saw vague shapes moving on the staircase coming down from the street.




“No,” she said.




Alex ran.




 




Somehow, she kept her mind focused while she fled across the sand, kicking off her sandals as she splashed through the edge of the surf. Wells had been investigating her for fraud and embezzlement. Wells was dead. She was caught standing over the body, his blood literally on her hands.




Gun?she wondered. They could see she wasn’t armed. And how did the police happen to get there at just that moment?




Alex stumbled against an incoming wave. She’d been set up. The whole thing—the embezzlement investigation, the meeting on the beach, all of it.




But I’m a nobody,she screamed inwardly.Why me? I’m just a data-entry clerk who took the job to pay the bills so I can play music on the weekends! I’m nothing!




The steps quickened behind her, more of them, thundering against the surf. The voices started to lose their shape, melting into one another, screaming at her to stop. They were growing louder.




Alex veered toward the water, and a wave crashed into her. She kept her feet for a moment, struggling against the current, inertia pulling her down. Another wave was hard on the heels of the first one, white foam at its crest. It washed over her and Alex was soaked. She fell, pain exploding in her head.




She coughed water out her nose and mouth, rolling to her side, clutching at her abdomen.They set me up…but why?




For a moment she caught a faint glimmer of memory, a voice speaking quietly, hastily on her cell phone while she sat in a park and ate her lunch. Then more words, weeks later: a message on her computer screen at work. Words she couldn’t understand.




Footsteps stopped over her, and she heard a male voice. “Ah, shit, it’s a woman—and, ah, Jesus, she’s pregnant.” The voice faded slightly, as if the cop had turned away. “Better call a second ambulance!”




Gary…the baby…Wells…They all started to run together. Just as another wave broke behind her, Alex Bridge began to lose consciousness. In a moment of startling clarity, she tried to reach the words, to wonder what they meant and why someone wanted to destroy her. But she couldn’t think. It all slid away from her, like a child’s ball rolling unchecked into a busy street.




For a moment Alex’s entire body felt hot, electrically charged, the world blazing around her. Then she surrendered to the darkness.
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July 13, 10:00A.M.




Oklahoma City, Oklahoma




THE FACT THAT FAITH Kelly was about to have a private meeting with the president of the United States wasn’t the problem. The problem was why she was having the meeting.




A couple of years ago, Faith had been fresh out of the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glencoe, Georgia, a newly minted deputy United States marshal assigned to the Oklahoma City office. Then she’d met a man named Art Dorian, who became a mentor and father figure to her. It turned out that Dorian worked for Department Thirty, one of the Justice Department’s most secretive units. It was similar to the Marshals Service’s Witness Security program, but instead of granting immunity and new identities to those who were witnesses to crimes, Department Thirty dealt with those who had committed crimes, in some cases serious ones.




After Art Dorian was murdered, Faith had found herself inadvertently immersed in Department Thirty, and last year had accepted a full-time job with the unit. In the space of a few months, she went from a life of conventional law enforcement—the life she’d been working toward since she was nine years old and had ridden in her father’s patrol car for the first time—to a life of protecting secrets.




Shortly after she joined the department, one of the cases under her management erupted into crisis. A man under Department Thirty’s longtime protection had linked the president to violent political extremists who targeted law enforcement officers. It had been a political nightmare for the administration and had in fact been designed so that the Department Thirty “protectee,” Nathan Grant, would weaken the president to the point where Grant’s puppet candidate would be elected with ease. Faith’s efforts had exonerated the president and crumbled a conspiracy that had been unfolding for nearly half a century.




Now the president wanted to meet her.




He was coming to Oklahoma City as part of a fund-raising tour through the Midwest and Southwest. The e-mail from his chief of staff had said that Faith and Department Thirty helped to “save the administration.”




The problem was, Faith didn’t like the president or his policies. In the course of doing her job, she may have in fact kept the man in office. But she didn’t have a clue what to say to him.




She smoothed out her blazer, catching her reflection in the window of her stark second-floor office in Oklahoma City’s federal courthouse. She fussed with her red hair, which fell past her shoulders, and stretched her long legs under the desk. She didn’t want to do this. She hadn’t voted for the man the first time he ran for president, wouldn’t vote for him next time, and didn’t want to have to admit that to his face.




At exactly ten o’clock, the knock came on the door. She cleared her throat, said, “Come in,” and two Secret Service men, in their dark suits with their curling wires from flesh-colored earpieces, entered the room.




One of them nodded to her. “Officer Kelly,” he said. “You’ve been briefed?”




“Yes.”




“Good. We’ll just need to do a personal sweep.”




Faith stood up. The advance team had already swept the office itself twice since eight o’clock. Presumably they thought she might have a weapon secreted in her bra, she who had “saved” the president’s administration. She let a small smile escape, and the Secret Service agent frowned.




“Something funny, Officer Kelly?”




She looked down. At five ten, Faith had a good three inches on him. “No, Agent. Nothing’s funny. Let’s just get on with it.”




“You have something better to do than meet with the president?”




Yes, my job,she considered saying, but didn’t. “Not at all, Agent,” she finally said.




The agent remained still, then leaned into the hallway. “Send Delp in.” A moment later a female Secret Service agent came in and ran an electronic wand over Faith’s body. It didn’t beep, and the woman withdrew without a word.




Ten seconds later, the president of the United States walked into her office. He was smaller than he looked on television, standing eye to eye with Faith. He was an averagesized man with an “everyman” face.




“Officer Kelly,” the president said, and smiled his on-camera campaign smile.




“Mr. President,” Faith said. The butterflies in her stomach bumped into each other. “It’s an honor, sir.”




The president nodded once, then turned to the two Secret Service men. “Outside, gentlemen. This meeting is private.”




The door closed behind the two bodyguards. Faith shifted from one foot to the other. “It’s your office,” the president said. “You can sit down, you know.”




Faith sat and offered him the only other chair in the room. His eyes traveled over it. One desk, one filing cabinet, a long folding table, a stuffed catfish mounted on one wall. He lingered on the catfish.




“You fish?” he said.




“No, sir,” Faith said. “That belonged to Art Dorian. He was my—this was his office before I took this job. I decided to keep it.”




“You need some plants,” the president said, as if he hadn’t heard her. “Plants are good for a room.” He spread his hands apart. “So here we are. On my official agenda, I’m in a meeting with the U.S. attorney now. No one except my chief of staff, your director, and my Secret Service detail know I’m here.”




Faith nodded.




The president crossed his legs at the knee. “You know, I wanted to do away with Department Thirty.”




Faith looked at him and nodded. “Yes, sir.”




“You don’t seem too surprised.”




“No, sir. I—” She closed her mouth.




“Oh, come on. ‘Permission to speak freely,’ as they say in the military. Go ahead and say it.”




Faith swallowed. “I sometimes wonder about our mission, if we should be in the business we’re in.”




The president nodded, a jerky motion, just like when he was being grilled at press conferences. “Holding hands with criminals. Murderers, terrorists, thieves, embezzlers, even traitors in a few cases. As soon as I came into office, and I learned of the department’s existence, I wanted to chop it right out of the Justice Department budget. Then, after that fiasco last year, when one of…” The president stopped, a muscle in his jaw working.




“One of our people,” Faith offered.




“One of your people. That’s as good a description as any. One of your people targeted me personally, tried to tie me up with that Sons of Madison group that wants to eliminate all police as unconstitutional. I was ready to pull the plug.”




The man waited, ran a hand over one ear, smoothing down his graying hair. It was a gesture the media loved and often exploited.




The silence drew out, then Faith realized the president was waiting for her to ask the obvious question. “Why didn’t you, sir?” she finally said.




“You don’t have to call me sir. With the corruption of your former director, all the attacks on me, I was ready. But your new director convinced me that under new and honest leadership, the department’s mission could continue to bring in new information. Information that can help all of us in government work better, work more efficiently, and serve the American people.”




Was that a campaign speech?Faith wondered. She nodded.




The president leaned forward, touching Faith’s desk. His elbow landed on a pile of her papers. “By the way…” he said.




Faith’s eyebrows went up.




“Thank you,” he said. “Your work at getting to the truth helped save my presidency.”




Under the desk, Faith twisted her fingers around one another.




The president smiled and leaned back. “And now you’re wondering if you did the right thing. You’re a member of the other party, you didn’t vote for me, you don’t like what my administration stands for. How am I doing so far?”




Faith unclasped her hands. Her shoulders sagged a little, some of the tension draining away. “That’s pretty accurate.”




The man laughed out loud. “Relax, Officer. I do understand that not everyone I meet voted for me, even those who work for me. You did your job. You exposed high-level and long-standing corruption. You got to the truth. I understand it was at some cost.”




Faith nodded. She had shot and killed Nathan Grant, the man she had originally been paid to protect, standing in a driving rain outside the Oklahoma state capitol, a year ago in May.




She shrugged and cleared her throat. The president was still waiting.Dammit, he wants me to talk about it.




No. I won’t rehash it, not even for the president of the United States. It’s over, it happened, Grant is dead, his wife and the others are alive, and I’m still here. Case closed.




She met the president’s gray eyes head-on, her gaze unflinching. She wouldn’t have looked at most men—much less the president of the United States—that way two years ago. But then, her life had been twisted into a completely new shape in the last two years. She didn’t drop her eyes.




“I don’t need the details,” the president finally said. “It’s actually better if I don’t know.” But he couldn’t hide the disappointment in his voice. “Keep up the good work, Officer Kelly. May I call you Faith?”




“If you like.”




They looked at each other across the desk. Finally the president stood, and Faith followed him. “Faith, I just wanted to thank you for the work you did. We politicians come and go, but people like you, and entities like Department Thirty, have a role to play for all of us. Remember that.”




“I don’t know if it’s quite that simple,” Faith said. For a moment she glanced out the window. Below and across the street, the Oklahoma City National Memorial stood. It was there, next to the Survivor Tree, that she’d been recruited into Department Thirty. “I can’t see things as so black and white anymore.”




The president’s expression changed, softening into something almost natural. For a moment she caught a glimpse of a man under the veneer of the politician. “That’s just what I mean. We need the people who deal in gray areas, Faith. I’m a politician. I have to deal in black and white. Whoever said politics is the art of compromise was dead wrong, at least in this country. That’s one thing this office has taught me. Politics is about absolutes. The courage of your convictions, don’t back down, don’t give in to the other side of the aisle. People seem to have this need to see that in their political leaders. But see, while I’m pounding my fist on the table and refusing to concede anything to the other side, there needs to be someone else who tries to understand the truth that falls in between. Someone like you, Faith. You and your five other Department Thirty case officers around the country.” He glanced at the fish on the wall again. “You and your fish stories.”




Faith blinked. Art Dorian had always said that Department Thirty was about making up fish stories, hence the stuffed fish in his office.




“I knew Arthur Dorian too,” the president said. “He was a fine man, a great scholar, and a very capable public servant for a long time.” He extended his hand. Faith shook it. “Good-bye, Faith.” He took a card from his pocket, scribbled a number on it, and handed it to her. “If you ever need anything, let me know. That number will get you past all the gatekeepers and right to my chief of staff.”




“Thank you. Good-bye, Mr. President.”




The president went to the door, put his hand on the knob, and turned back around. The candidate smile was back. “Think about voting for me next time, will you?” He took a step into the hallway, then turned as if he’d forgotten something. “Oh, there’s someone else here who’d like to talk to you. Director Conway said he wanted to pay you a visit.”




“Who?” Faith said, but the president was already gone.




A moment later a heavyset man in late middle age, with wisps of gray hair around a mostly bald head, strolled into the room, carrying a manila envelope in one hand.




“Why, Officer Kelly,” he said.




Faith sat down. “Conway? Director Conway? What’s that about?”




The man she knew as Dean Yorkton chuckled lightly, thumping his fingers against his leg. “I have a real name, just like everyone else. Since I’m the director of Department Thirty now, I use my birth name. Richard Matthias Conway.”




“Matthias?”




He waved a dismissive hand. “It isn’t important. What did you think of the president?”




Faith steepled her fingers. “Interesting man.”




“Come, now. That’s very vague.”




“We’re in the vague business, aren’t we?”




Yorkton—Faith still couldn’t help thinking of him that way—sat down and began drumming his fingers on the edge of the desk, irritating her the same way as the first time she’d met him, over two years ago. “Not getting cynical, are you?”




“I was already cynical. What did you do, just hitch a ride on Air Force One ?”




“A perk of directorship.”




“And how do you like being director?”




“It’s different, I grant you. After being in the field for nearly twenty-five years, it’s strange to sit on the other end—strange to just be Dick Conway after all this time.” He moved around in the chair. “But I’m cleaning up the mess Daniel Winter made of our department, repairing the black eye his corruption gave us on the Hill.”




“Where is Winter these days?”




Yorkton stared at her without speaking.




Faith leaned back in her chair. “I had to ask. So why the visit now?”




“I wanted to see you.”




Faith sighed. “Why?”




Yorkton shook his head. “Stillcynical. I’m fond of you. I think you’re a good officer, whether you think so or not. I think you can go far. And—”




“Here it comes,” Faith said.




Yorkton plopped the envelope on her desk.




Faith picked it up. “What’s this?”




“A new experience for you. I think you’re ready for it, and it’s in your region.”




Faith still had little patience for Yorkton’s failure to ever answer a direct question. She shook out a few papers, then looked up at him. “Background?” she said.




“It’s all there. You’re going out to recruit a new case into Department Thirty. Your first case to build from scratch. The first contact, the interview, the testimony, the construction of the identity. The first case to be truly yours.”




Faith breathed out slowly.Oh, shit, she thought. She’d known this would come. It was part of her job. It was what Department Thirty was all about, but somehow she’d been able to push it out of her mind while working the existing cases.




Yorkton drummed his fingers a little more, then swept his arm across the desk in a grand gesture. “Everything you need is in there,” he said. “Faith Kelly, meet Alex Bridge.”
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July 13, 11:17A.M.




FAITH SHOOK THE ENVELOPE OUT ONTO THE DESK. THE first thing out was a photograph, roughly an eight-by-ten. She held it up and scrutinized the young woman. Alex Bridge was sitting in a wooden straight-backed chair, playing a teardrop-shaped stringed instrument. It took Faith a few moments to figure out what the instrument was, then she remembered a friend from college who’d been into bluegrass music: it was a mandolin.




The woman in the photo had a dark skin tone, though she still looked Anglo. Her hair was short, straight, and dark, with lighter streaks. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt advertising the North Texas Irish Festival. Her eyes were closed, her feet bare. She looked to be deeply into whatever music she was playing. Faith spied the two tattoos, one encircling her upper arm, the Celtic knot just above her ankle, half hidden under the leg of Alex Bridge’s jeans.




“Alex Antonia Bridge,” Yorkton said. “Not Alexandra, not Alexis, just Alex.”




Faith rattled the photo. “What…” She cleared her throat. “What did she do?”




Yorkton made a clucking sound. “No, no, no. See, you’re still thinking like law enforcement. ‘What did she do?’ is not the first question we ask in Department Thirty cases. We ask, ‘Why do we want her?’”




Faith dropped the picture to the desktop. It seemed hard to believe that this young musician would satisfy any of the requirements of Department Thirty. She pulled out a thick file, bound up with a rubber band.




“It’s all there,” Yorkton said. “Everything you need is there. Since this will be your first recruit, I’ve taken the liberty of getting things started.”




Faith started to sift through the papers.




“Alex Bridge is thirty years old,” Yorkton said. “Her mother was full-blood Comanche. Her father is white.”




Faith looked at the photo again and nodded. “You say her mother was Comanche. Past tense. She’s deceased?”




“She left the family when Alex was three years old. Alex was born in Lawton, Oklahoma, and after the mother left, the father moved around to various towns in Oklahoma and Texas. He worked odd jobs, as a sort of traveling handyman. Took up with several other women but never remarried. Alex has four half-brothers from these liaisons but only sees one of them with any regularity. She graduated high school here in Oklahoma City.”




Faith flipped a few pages. “Went to four different colleges. Music major, then sociology major, then humanities major, finally settled on broadcasting major.”




Yorkton nodded. “Always searching for something. A common trait among those who eventually find their way to us.”




Faith looked up. “No one ‘finds their way’ to Department Thirty.”




“A figure of speech, nothing more. Young Alex worked in retail stores, had a couple of short-term jobs as a late-night announcer in small-town radio stations, then was hired by Cross Currents Media as a traffic and billing clerk.”




“Cross Currents Media? That’s a good-sized corporation.”




“Indeed. Headquartered in San Francisco, they have a large data and accounting center here in Oklahoma City. They own small and medium market radio stations nationwide.”




“What does a traffic and billing clerk do for a media conglomerate?”




Yorkton began drumming his fingers again. “The way I understand it, they enter advertising orders for business clients into a software program. Ms. Bridge’s job was to track orders for national clients that advertised on Cross Currents stations across the country.”




“How exciting.”




Yorkton gave one of his thin, mirthless smiles. “Yes. Her main interest is music. She seems to be able to play any instrument she wants—guitar, violin, mandolin, flute. She plays with a couple of ensembles: one that specializes in Celtic folk music, one a bit more contemporary. Coffee-houses, college bars, that sort of venue. Her politics are rather leftish. She’s interested in peace and so-called social justice causes.”




Faith caught the slight tone of disdain in Yorkton’s voice. It was the first time he’d ever betrayed any kind of personal feeling one way or the other.File that away, Faith thought.




“She was married briefly, a man named Gary St. James. She did not take his name. He left her when she informed him she was pregnant. He turned up dead in a drug-related shoot-out in St. Louis a few weeks later.”




Faith winced.




“So you’re beginning to see the psychological profile emerging,” Yorkton said. His tone had taken on the quality of a professor delivering a lecture.




“Have I ever told you how much I hate jargon?” Faith said. “What I see is a woman whose loved ones keep leaving her in one way or another.”




Yorkton shrugged. “Semantics.”




Faith leaned back in her chair. “Okay, you’ve given me the bio. Now the two big questions: what did she do and why are we interested in her?”




“Ah.” Yorkton stopped drumming and steepled his fingers. Faith resisted the urge to throw something at him. “She embezzled nearly half a million dollars from Cross Currents over the last year. It was quite an ingenious scheme, actually, having to do with changing the codes for advertising accounts and rerouting money to an account of her own. Very arcane rules about advertising agency commissions. It’s in the file. When the corporation started to notice the missing funds, they did an internal audit, and then turned it over to the FBI. An agent named Paul Wells was assigned to the case. He had our Ms. Bridge dead to rights.




“Two nights ago, on a deserted beach in Galveston, Texas, she shot and killed Special Agent Wells. The evidence is overwhelming, both for the embezzlement and the murder. A trial would be a mere formality.”




Faith was flipping through pages in the file. Her eyes zeroed in on a police incident report. “Two thirty in the morning? It says here the murder took place at two thirtyA.M. ”




“Correct.”




She looked up at him. “What was an FBI agent doing meeting a suspect on a beach in the middle of the night without backup? And for that matter, why the hell were either of them in Galveston? That’s a long way from Oklahoma City.”




Yorkton folded his hands together as if praying. “I don’t know, Officer. Perhaps Ms. Bridge lured Agent Wells onto that beach by saying she was going to give herself up. Perhaps she was planning to leave the country, catching a boat from Galveston. Perhaps she wanted a last vacation, a little time alone, before her child is born.”




“That’s a lot of perhapses.”




“So it is. But the evidence is there, and the evidence says Alex Bridge took the money and then killed the FBI agent who was investigating her.”




Faith drummed her fingers in unconscious imitation of the big man. “She’s pregnant.”




“Seven months.”




Faith shook her head. “So now the payoff. Why does Department Thirty want this woman?”




“The SEC has been investigating Cross Currents for some time now. More than two years, as a matter of fact. Suffice it to say that they have engaged in some, shall we say, ‘accounting irregularities’ that will make Enron and WorldCom look like mischievous college pranks. Officer Kelly, we are talking about amounts in billions of dollars. Cross Currents Media has a finger in every aspect of American society. Broadcast outlets, cable franchises, recording companies, concert promotions, even book and magazine publishing. What Alex Bridge did—half a million dollars—is nothing compared to what the financial officers of Cross Currents have been doing for years. They formed shadow companies to hide their shadow companies. They have poured money into the campaigns of politicians whose names you know. They are everywhere, and they are completely rotten.”




“And you think Alex Bridge can point to who was doing what to whom, and why and how much.”




“She had access every day to information on how much the company was making in advertising revenues. She wrote reports and sent them to the executives. This obscure young woman can point the investigation right where it needs to go.” Yorkton shrugged. “And she shouldn’t be too difficult to reassign to a new identity. With her diverse background, you should be able to find a good job for her without too much trouble. She has no close family ties. Your first recruit, my dear Officer Kelly, will be a good one.”




Faith put all the papers back into the envelope except the photo. She glanced at it again. “A seven-months-pregnant folk musician is the key to a multibillion-dollar corporate scandal.” She shook her head. “Only in Department Thirty. Where is she now?”




Yorkton’s head bobbed. “I had her removed from the Galveston jail a few hours after her arrest. She was transported here and is being held in the new safe house.”




“Who’s secured her?”




“Deputy marshals. Some of your former colleagues, as a matter of fact. At this point they don’t know Ms. Bridge is a Department Thirty candidate. They have been led to believe she’ll be processed into the standard Witness Security Program. The rest is up to you.”




Yorkton stood up abruptly. “I’m sure the president’s meeting with the U.S. attorney is nearly over. I’ll fall back in with his entourage.”




Faith had almost forgotten that the president of the United States was in this room just a short while ago. The morning had taken on a surreal, glassy quality. For an insane moment Faith thought that if she put out a hand and tried to touch Yorkton, that her hand would simply go right through him.




“Just like that?” she said.




Yorkton looked down at her. “Just like that.” He pointed at the envelope. “This is why we’re here. This is why we do what we do.”




“What if she doesn’t want to work with us?”




“Do you think she’d rather face a federal trial for murdering an FBI agent?”




“People aren’t always so cut-and-dried, you know.” Faith remembered the president’s words about needing people who could see the gray areas. “She may want to take her chances.”




Yorkton’s voice hardened. “Well, then, you’ll just have to convince her.” He put his hands in his pockets, turned, and shuffled out of the office.
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