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PROLOGUE


Outside Rio de Janeiro—2015


“You’re looking at about fifty million bucks’ worth coming across that river.”


Bill Black focused his night vision goggles. “Even if we bust them tonight and confiscate the shipment, with their profit margin, it’ll just keep coming.”


“You got that one right,” Chet Osborn said, crouching down behind a large boulder. “Those guys pay about fifty dollars for a kilogram. Then it’s shipped for about two hundred and fifty and is sold for up to six grand in Rio and Sao Paulo.”


“Figures,” Bill said. “With close to two million cocaine addicts in Brazil, I hear it’s the number two market. After the good old US of A,” he added. “And they pay a lot more than six thousand for that two-plus pounds in New York and even more in Europe and the Middle East.”


Chet checked his watch. “We’ve got a little time before those boats get across. Gotta be patient.” He turned to Bill. “By the way, glad the agency sent you down for this one. We need all the help we can get. I hear that you’ve got a new gig coming up. You’ll still be on our team though, won’t you?” Chet inquired, sounding a note of concern.


“No problem. There’s a new man heading up International Security at State. He arranged the appointment as a great cover. It’ll get me into all sorts of places. I’m sure they’ll keep sending me down here if something else comes up.”


“Speaking of coming up, we’ve got the Summer Olympics in a while. You can be sure there will be more trouble, more raids, more everything, and I know you’re pretty up to speed, pardon the term, on this whole trafficking thing.”


Bill leaned back against the rocks overlooking the river and shook his head. “It’s more than that. You’re stationed at our embassy, working with the government down here, but have you been keeping up with all the drug stuff going on in the States?”


“Pretty much,” Chet said.


“Whatever you’ve heard, it’s getting worse. Some time ago a dose of heroin might have been five percent pure. Lately they’ve been finding it can be fifty percent pure on the street. That means thousands more are dying from overdoses.” 


“I know. Your kid sister. Right?” Chet asked.


“You remember. She was hit by a teenage driver so high he had no clue where he was. Killed her, but he survived the wreck. I couldn’t believe it,” Bill said. “Nearly killed my folks to go through all of that. Me too. Loved that girl. Told myself I’d do anything to get all those drugs off the streets, even if it’s one shipment at a time.” He grabbed his goggles again. “All I can do now is focus on the bastards who bring it in.”


“They’re getting close to shore now. I’ll radio my guys.” Chet gave the command while he and Bill checked their ammunition and crept forward. “They’ll be shining the spotlights any minute now. Let’s go.”


They began running down the hill as a dozen local police joined the ambush. The lights came on, temporarily blinding the skippers. Chet and Bill took up positions fifty yards away and watched as the Brazilian officers shouted orders. Chet pulled out his binoculars. “Wait a minute, could that be?”


“Who?” 


“We may have ourselves one of the big boys this time. Looks like Pazio’s brother,” Chet said, pointing to the lead boat. “Pazio has a huge drug smuggling operation with more dealers and hangers-on than you can count. But he does rely on his brother. I’ve heard they’re very close.”


“Must be if that kingpin sends his brother to handle shipments like this,” Bill said.


“Since this is a big one, sure looks like it. Keep an eye on him. They’ve got trucks up on the road over there. Don’t let him get away,” Chet commanded. 


The police fired over the heads of the traffickers and ordered the men to surrender. One yelled, “Nao dispares!” Don’t shoot. But three of the dealers made a dash to the right and headed up toward the road. Bill took off after them, gun drawn, shouting as he ran.


They kept going, dodging through the forest until the brother abruptly held out his hand, signaling a stop. He drew his gun and fired at Bill just as he ducked behind a large tree. Pazio laughed and called out, “Voce nao pode para-nos.” You can’t stop us. All three fired again, turned and raced toward their trucks.


Bill tore off his goggles and sprinted after them. He didn’t want to kill them. He wanted to take the brother into custody. If they could get him, they might be able to get Pazio. He was part of the prize. He might lead them to the FARC leaders, the Colombian terrorist group that raked in close to a billion in profits every year from the drug trade. It didn’t matter that the government kept trying to negotiate with that Marxist organization. They still kept producing and shipping. It never seemed to stop.


As the trio got closer to the first vehicle, the brother turned, took another shot, and dove to the side of the truck, out of Bill’s line of sight. The other two men jumped inside and motioned to the driver to get going. Bill aimed at the front tire. The truck swerved, hitting the brother then screeching to a halt.


The two men jumped off and ran to their comrade, cursing and pointing toward Bill. “Voce nature-o. Que voce nao val esquecer. Voce e um homem morto!”


Even though it was their own truck that ran over Pazio’s brother, his comrades had shouted, You killed him. We won’t forget. You’re a dead man!









CHAPTER ONE


The White House—Summer 2016


Jessica Tanner scanned the president’s schedule on her computer. She didn’t have much time. She had been working on the papers for his briefing with the Council of Economic Advisors. As Deputy Director of the Economic Council, she needed to double check the talking points she had written for her boss and stop thinking about her date that night. She wondered if she would get out of the White House in time for the evening she had planned with Ken Daley.


Ken certainly was attractive. He worked out constantly, dressed well, and his aftershave was okay. At least he didn’t marinade in it like a few guys she’d met. Then again, some of her friends called him the Ken-Doll. Looks great, kind of like an ad in GQ. That was better than Urban Outfitters. But there wasn’t much sizzle. It seemed that so much was missing in their relationship. Like any sort of agreement on ideas and issues. When you live and work in the nation’s capital, issues are your life. At least they are a lot of the time, and Ken was no philosophical soulmate. That much was obvious.


It seemed as if every time they went out, after he had taken the trouble to select the wine, he went on to adroitly push for some White House attention for his group, the Renewable Energy Committee, or REC. She called it the wreck. And she didn’t appreciate it when almost every date included a bit of lobbying for some new ethanol subsidy or other, as if the price of corn weren’t high enough already.


Why can’t I find a guy who wants me for who I am, not what I am? She wondered. Then again, here in the Capital, it seems that everyone wants to date a title or a resume because everyone has an agenda. Ah yes, welcome to Washington.


A buzzer interrupted her thoughts. She pushed the button, “Yes?”


“Just wanted to remind you about those talking points for the nine o’clock,” her administrative aide said.


“I’ll have them done in just a sec. Thanks.”


Jess was the first one to arrive in the Roosevelt Room, across from the Oval Office. She took her usual seat in one of the brown leather chairs at the large, mahogany conference table and glanced over at the clock on the mantel just below the famous painting of Teddy Roosevelt as a Rough Rider. She saw that she had a few more minutes before her boss and other members of the Council would arrive. She liked to be early for meetings, or most anything else. It gave her a chance to catch her breath from her usually hectic schedule and also to review her notes. She never came to a meeting without notes. Nobody in the White House did.


The president would arrive in about five minutes and sit across the table in the one chair that was slightly taller than all the rest. It was the same drill in the Cabinet Room down the hall. One chair is higher. At least she got to sit in on some of the Cabinet meetings, the ones having to do with economic policy, even if she did have to grab a seat along the wall where they never passed the M&Ms. That was fine, though. She was just glad to be included in those sessions so she could keep up to date on the latest decisions. After all, in the White House, knowledge is power.


She stared at the row of flags on the wall in front of her and wondered if they were here when this room served as the president’s office back in the last century before the Oval Office was built in 1909. Probably not. There were flags all over the place, and these were probably much newer ones.


“Morning, Jess,” her boss said as he walked into the room and set his leather folder down at a place directly across from the president’s chair. “Good points this time.”


“Thank you, Hal,” she replied, brushing a strand of ash blond hair off her forehead.


“I especially liked the way you tied the new CBO figures into our projections for third quarter GDP growth.”


“I was glad to see that the Congressional Budget Office came up with similar numbers ever since the president’s new tax cut bill started taking effect.”


Harold Carruthers smiled at his protégé as other economists flooded into the room. He had always said he was delighted to find a student from the Chicago School of Economics who was such a supply-side genius to fill out his team. 


The others on his staff were all exceptional or else they wouldn’t be there. But Jessica was something else altogether. Not only was she attractive, which had already caused some grief when a couple of the staff had tried to make a move on her, but she was almost irreverent when it came to discussions of economic policy. 


While most of the others basked in their lofty status as members of the Council and had plastered their walls with diplomas and honorary degrees, Jess had never referred to herself as “Dr. Tanner,” though she held the degree. She often repeated a phrase her father had used to describe a PhD. He said that as far as he was concerned, it stood for “piled higher and deeper.” She always said it with a grin, though.


Jessica and the others pushed papers aside and scrambled to their feet when the door opened, and the president and his chief of staff walked in. “Good morning, Mr. President,” everyone seemed to say at once.


The president smiled and took his seat, and the others followed suit. He looked down at his briefing paper for the meeting and then up at Harold. “Why don’t you bring us up to speed on these new numbers, Hal? It looks like some of my policies are beginning to bear fruit. Lord knows we need it. The country’s been hungry for far too long.”


“You’re right, Mr. President,” the chairman replied. He then went on to list the new predictions about GDP growth. Before he could make his next point, he began to cough. Jess quickly poured a glass of water from a silver pitcher in the center of the table and handed it to him. He took it and gave her a grateful nod, but he coughed again, spilling some water on the shiny surface. Jess grabbed a napkin from a tray and dabbed up the spill.


“I’m sorry, Mr. President,” Hal choked. “It’s just something that cropped up recently.”


“Take your time, Hal,” the president said sympathetically. He turned to Jessica. “Miss Tanner let’s give Hal a moment here. Do you want to continue? I assume you have the same numbers.”


It often happened that top staff asked Jessica for briefings and updates when Hal was busy. Everyone knew she did a lot of the research and wrote most of the memos. As Hal’s deputy, that was her job. “Uh, certainly, Mr. President,” she replied. She went on to summarize their findings and predictions. “Sir, it’s the consensus of our council that your tax cuts are helping job growth, but we have a recommendation that you also consider a further cut in the capital gains tax rate.”


“Yes, we can work on that,” the president said with a wave of his hand. “My problem is with the Ways and Means Committee.” Turning to his chief of staff, he said, “J. L., let’s get moving on legislation about cap gains. I know we’ve been kicking that one around, and it might be a good idea to float it on the Hill and see what kind of flack we get this time.”


“Certainly, Mr. President,” Jackson Everly said, reaching for his pen. As he jotted down some notes, Jessica could see the presidential cuff links he always wore with crisp white shirts in contrast to his light brown complexion. Here she was in another meeting with the President of the United States. How lucky could a woman get to have a job like this? While she was thanking those lucky stars for a dream job, she had a fleeting thought about how great it would be to have a dream date. She was always surrounded by economists, accountants, and analysts. Was it wrong to wish for a change of personality once in a while? Instead of spread sheets, a little spice perhaps. She glanced back at the president. Stop dreaming. Concentrate on the meeting, she thought.


Hal coughed once more and stood up. “I’m sorry, Mr. President, I’d better leave you. Don’t want to spread any germs. That is, if I’ve got any.”


“Go check in with the doctor’s office in the EOB,” the President said. He got up as well, which was the signal that this meeting was over. 


As Jess was gathering her briefing papers, another staffer whispered, “What’s the matter with Hal? I’ve never seen him look so . . . so . . . ashen.”


Jessica leaned over and answered in a low voice, “I heard him like that a couple of times but nothing this bad. Then again, maybe it’s allergies or something.”


“Let’s hope so. He’s got a brutal schedule coming up.”


“I know. Believe me, I know. Everything from Congressional testimony, a meeting this week with that African Finance Minister during their State Visit, possible new legislation, and the big conference in South America. And on that note, we’d better get back to work and cover for him.”









CHAPTER TWO


The State Department


“Okay, people, listen up,” the Deputy Chief of Protocol shouted. Alicia Silverton was trying to get the attention of two dozen staff members who were talking and checking their iPhones. When the chatter in the room subsided, she stood at the front, hands on her ample hips and continued. “We’ve got just three more days before the next State Visit, and I don’t have to remind you how important this one is to the president’s Africa policy. Not only because of their oil and mineral resources, but their strategic location.”


“Remember the strategic location of that loin cloth the last time a leader from a sub-Saharan country went to the Oval Office?” Bill Black murmured to a colleague at the back of the room. “He was carrying a spear, and the Secret Service went ballistic.” The other guy stifled a laugh and gave Bill the thumbs up.


“Can you please refrain from jabbering back there?” Alicia said, trying to regain control of the meeting. “Now, as I said, we all have our assignments, and it’s especially challenging since the chief is overseas at that funeral.”


“Right. You die, we fly,” Bill whispered once more. Then, getting the evil eye from his boss, he shifted in his seat and feigned rapt attention.


Alicia pointed to a woman in the front row. “Double check with the White House on the arrival ceremony. This man is the newly elected president, so that means only a 19-gun salute, not the 21 guns reserved for kings and queens.” The woman nodded and took notes.


“Last time we had a queen here,” Bill murmured again, “it was Queen Elizabeth. The President asked her to dance, and the Marine Band played ‘The Lady is a Tramp.’” 


“Yeah, I read about those screw-ups in our policy book,” the other young man whispered. “We don’t control the Marine Band, though.”


“That’s enough from you two,” Alicia stammered. She double checked her list and went on with the briefing. She covered the display of flags, the reception ceremony, facilities for visiting officials at Blair House across the street from the White House and the five extra rooms reserved at a luxury hotel downtown for additional foreign staff. She explained that the visiting president’s aide had complained bitterly about the “meager” accommodations with only five extra hotel rooms besides Blair House, but he had been told that this restriction applied to all visiting dignitaries, and their delegation was, of course, welcome to rent as many additional rooms in any Washington hotel as their budget would allow.


As she droned on, Bill marveled again how this bitchy woman had managed to nail her appointment as Deputy Chief of Protocol. Then again, as the daughter of a key senator on the Foreign Relations Committee who was a major backer of the president and personal friend of the Secretary of State, he figured this was the highest-ranking job they could find for her that didn’t require Senate confirmation. She’d never make it through that process with her shrill manner and questionable escorts around town and probably in her bedroom. When he thought about it, it amused him to reflect that the House panel was called the House Foreign Affairs Committee and the Senate’s was called the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. So, the Senate had “relations,” but the House had “affairs.” So did a lot of the State Department staff, according to the latest gossip. 


Even with Alicia’s State Department perch as his nominal boss, she didn’t bother him too much. He had managed to carve out his own niche and had the chance to manage a lot of overseas travel assignments since Alicia was afraid of flying, though she wouldn’t admit it. She usually found an excuse to stay in town and attend most of the embassy receptions and dinners.


He surreptitiously checked his iPhone again and saw the message he had been waiting for. He quickly punched in “Got it. Usual place,” and looked at his watch. He had to get out of this inane meeting. Since he was Alicia’s number two in the Protocol Office, it was mandatory, according to her rules, that he attend all staff meetings, so he had stayed and listened. Sort of. He knew the drill. He was paid to know the drill, but right now he figured that since the upcoming Africa visit was more or less covered, he could slip away and deal with some bigger problems. 


He stretched out his six-foot-one lanky frame and glanced out the window onto C Street near Virginia Avenue, in the area known as Foggy Bottom. He saw that clouds were moving in. A big storm could certainly complicate an arrival ceremony if it produced more than fog. Right now, he was more concerned about his own arrival at a clandestine meeting. And he had to make it fast.









CHAPTER THREE


The White House


“Good afternoon, Miss Tanner. I see you have arrived before Miss Heller. Shall I seat you now?” the Maitre d’ of the White House Mess asked as he reached under his walnut podium to extract two navy blue menus. 


“Sure. Guess I’m a few minutes early,” Jessica replied, following him past the replica of the USS Constitution encased in Plexi-glass that was displayed on a long table at the entrance to the most exclusive restaurant in the country. At least that’s how the staff felt about it. The wood paneled room in the basement of the West Wing next to the Situation Room had been serving Presidents and their top advisors since the ’50s, and Navy Stewards competed for the coveted jobs of running the place. 


As she walked past the large round staff table that seated twelve at the front of the room, Jessica saw a contingent of NSC staffers chatting with members of the Legislative Affairs team. When she didn’t have a specific lunch reservation, she always tried to grab a seat at that open table since it was a great place to mingle with people from other departments, find out what was really going on and pick up the latest rumors.


When it came to policy and gossip, the one taboo about guests in the White House Mess concerned members of the press. No one, and that meant no one, was ever supposed to invite reporters, even if they happened to be personal friends, to have a meal in that room, since they might overhear something, anything that could lead to the leak of a story.


Jess sat down at a small table for two along the side wall adorned with a row of paintings of naval ships. The room could seat about fifty and yet had a cozy, intimate feel with its plush beige carpet and tables set apart and covered with white linen cloths. It was a total contrast to most of the other downtown spots where all the seats were usually jammed together on a wooden or tile floor with no carpet and a deafening noise level. Many of the newer, popular bars and restaurants were so modern in décor that Jess often described them as being nothing more than sticks and glass. She preferred slightly quieter places where she could actually talk to someone rather than those high energy clubs where DC’s twenty- and thirty-somethings often hung out. She never figured out how anyone could have a decent conversation in one of those places. 


Jess loved a good exchange, although the constant bickering with Ken had become rather tiresome. She was contemplating how she was going to handle his expected moves tonight when her friend walked up.


“Hi, Jess. Sorry to keep you waiting,” Kay Heller said, slipping into an opposite chair. “It’s starting to rain, so I had to dash over from the EOB too. Seems like nobody ever bothers with umbrellas on our side of West Exec. We just run back and forth all the time.” 


Jess took in Kay’s somewhat harried look with her long brown hair a bit wind-blown and a few damp spots on her dark green blazer and pencil skirt. Kay took a napkin and dabbed her face. “What I wouldn’t give for a cubicle here in the West Wing instead of the big offices we all have in the EOB. Of course, yours is bigger. You’ve even got a fireplace and a balcony.”


“I know,” Jess said. “We’d all give it up to be here. Proximity to the president is the name of the game in this town. But still, we’re just across the driveway, and we spend a lot of time here anyway. At least we’re not over in Virginia or Maryland with some of the other agencies.”


“Good point,” Kay agreed. 


They perused their menus. When the waiter appeared, Jess ordered a fruit plate while Kay opted for the cobb salad with dressing on the side. “No wonder you stay so thin,” her friend remarked when the waiter slipped away. “You should eat more protein.” 


“I suppose,” Jess said. “I did see a recipe for bacon ice cream in a magazine.”


Kay grinned. “You don’t have to go that far. But what’s with the fruit plate routine?”


“I just don’t have much of an appetite right now. I feel so slammed with everything that’s going on. And I’m worried about Hal. I think he’s caught something really bad. I don’t know, maybe it’s just the flu or a cold. Hope that’s all it is. But I don’t want to dwell on our shop, tell me what you’re up to. You guys over in Public Liaison seem to get assignments we can at least laugh about.”


“You’re right about that,” Kay said. “Sorry about Hal. Let me know how he’s doing.” Jess nodded, and Kay went on. “Let’s see. We get so many requests from nutty groups that want to meet with the president, or at least with someone they think has some influence around here.”


“What now?”


“In addition to the request for a presidential visit to Gilroy, California, for the Annual Garlic Festival, I just got one saying that when the president does his next swing through the Mid-West, he should come to Wisconsin to see the National Mustard Museum.”


Jess was taking a sip of her ice water and almost choked on it. “Get real.”


“Oh yes. I learned that there are fifty-two different kinds of mustard. They even have mustard custard.”


“Any hot dog stands around?” Jess asked.


“And the funny thing is that some of these crazy groups are actually granted access to our top staff every once in a while.”


“Come to think of it, I did see a meeting on the chief of staff’s schedule that sounds like one your shop might have vetted. Isn’t there some sort of environmental group coming in this afternoon?”


“You got it. We did send it over for consideration. I wanted to get it out of my shop and let another pair of eyes take a look. I have no idea why his scheduling staff let this one in. I thought they’d decide to push it off to EPA. Trouble is that there are a bunch of holdovers in that agency who do nothing but write new regulations, so I guess someone figured out that we could at least give them a short meeting here, listen to their gripes and then just file it away without causing more paperwork.”


“What’s this one about?” Jess asked.


“It’s some group that wants a new habitat conservation plan for a bunch of endangered species. And this time they say they want protection for red-cockaded woodpeckers. But nobody wants to add a line item for that one because our people found out that another one, something called the ivory-billed woodpecker, was found in Arkansas, and that one was supposed to be extinct. So, it’s kind of a trade-off right now.”


“I can’t believe we’re wasting time on that stuff,” Jess said.


“It won’t be too much time. The chief will host it. The president will just do a two-minute drop-by and then get out of there. Guess he’s trying to protect his left flank or something.”


“Must be.”


The waiter brought their entrees, and Jess decided to change the subject. “By the way, whatever happened to that new guy you said you met at Old Ebbitt Grill the other night? The one from Florida.”


Kay took a bite of her salad and chuckled. “Oh, that one. I have to admit he was gorgeous. Tall, dark, great tan, and he was in incredible shape. So, when we got to talking and he asked me out, I thought, ‘why not?’ He seemed harmless, and we were going in a group. We hooked up last night. Same time. Same place.”


“That sounds good. So, what does he do?”


“That’s the weird part. He said he was a flagpole straightener.”


Jessica burst out laughing. “What the heck is that?”


“He said that with all the hurricanes and tropical storms in Florida, he has a lot of business. Not very geographically desirable for me though,” Kay admitted.


“Oh Lord. I think you can do better than that.”


“You’d think. But there seems to be a dearth of men in this town. I think they’re outnumbered by women something like eight to one. Well, I read that article in The Washington Post last week about how DC is a magnet for all the bright poli-sci majors around the country, and the majority of them seem to be women on the hunt.”


“Guess you’re right. And now in the midst of this ratio, I’m rethinking my whole thing with Ken.”


“Really?” Kay said, raising her eyebrows. “Why?”


Jessica toyed with the strawberries on her plate and replied. “Oh, I don’t know. I mean, he’s nice enough and all of that.”


“And he sure looks the part with all that platinum hair and big shoulders. Why would you want to dump him?”


Jess paused for a long moment, gathering her thoughts. “It’s just that we never seem to agree on anything.”


“I have to admit that he may have the physical equipment, but I’ve often wondered if he has the intellectual equipment to keep up with you,” Kay said.


“It isn’t exactly that. I mean, he’s smart enough. It’s just that he thinks he’s smart on all the wrong subjects.”


“Like what?”


Jess leaned forward. “You know he runs that association that’s always lobbying for another government grant or committee or bureau to solve everything.”


“Which is just about the opposite of everything you’ve been preaching,” Kay said.


“You got that right,” Jess agreed. “I mean the other night he said that businesses create oppression and governments create prosperity.”


“Yeah, this town is full of guys like that.”


“And get this, he thinks it’s okay to give government workers a day off on Christmas, but it’s not okay to say ‘Merry Christmas.’ Go figure.”


Kay smiled at her friend. “Guess it’s not a perfect James Carville and Mary Matalin duo. But hey, they made it work.”


“I don’t think I’m that lucky. In fact, we’ve got a dinner date tonight—that is if I ever get out of this place at a decent hour—and I’m thinking about cutting it off.”


“And then what are you going to do on Saturday nights?” Angela asked in an earnest tone.


“I guess we could go find a good movie. That is unless you want to spend more time with your Florida beach boy.”


“No. He’s going back to Miami. But when it comes to movies, I don’t think there’s anything good playing right now. At least not anything that isn’t filled with special effects, explosions, and aliens. Even on TV, I looked at the schedule to see if there was anything to DVR, but they’re showing re-runs of shows like The Adventures of Sharkboy and Lavagirl or Mega Python vs. Gatoroid.”


Jess laughed and shook her head. “Okay. We forget movies.”


“By the way, if you have a bit of extra time this weekend, do you suppose you could stop by and help me fix a lamp? It doesn’t work, and you’re so handy with tools I figure you might have an idea.”


“It probably just needs to be re-wired or have the switch replaced. Should be easy. When you say I’m handy with tools, I wonder if we both can figure out a way to re-tool our private lives?”


“I have an idea,” Kay said. “I heard about a great cooking class in Georgetown where we might pick up a few pointers.”


“Now, there’s a thought,” Jess said. “Come to think of it, that just might be the only way I’ll ever get some spice into my life.” 









CHAPTER FOUR


The Boat Center—Washington, DC


Bill ducked out of the rain and sat down on a bench just inside the storage warehouse at the Boat Center along the Potomac. Stacks of eight-man shells, kayaks, canoes, and singles were lined up inside the two-story building. He liked coming here. It wasn’t that far from his office since it was on Virginia Avenue, just past the Watergate. He often came at dawn when there weren’t many people around. Sometimes he’d take a single scull out on the river when it was calm and cool. That’s when he could think about his assignments, his crazy schedule, or just nothing at all. 


He heard that the president had rowed in college, though he didn’t do it anymore. The Secret Service probably nixed that idea. Bill had rowed in college too, easily passed the swim tests and ended up taking a Navy Commission for four years. He loved the ships, the travel, even the strenuous training. But most of all, it was the camaraderie, the sense of belonging to something bigger than himself and a cause better than himself. It sounded a bit hokey when he thought about it. On the other hand, this town was filled with people loyal to some cause or other. That’s why he had been drawn to it. And when he was recruited for his current job, he had jumped at the chance.


He checked his watch, sat back, and waited for his contact.


“Glad you could make it out of your meeting,” the Special Agent muttered, taking a seat on the bench next to Bill.


“I can usually get away with a bit of notice. Alicia is always so busy planning the next event or primping for some delegation, she doesn’t pay much attention to the rest of us.”


“So this arrangement is working?”


“About as well as could be expected.” Bill glanced at the member of his CIA team and asked, “What have you got for me today?”


“More trouble down south.”


“Again? What kind of trouble?”


“We’ve been coordinating with Drug Enforcement on the latest cocaine shipments like we did before. But right in the middle of our latest investigation, the cartel kills another judge. At least it looked like the cartels at first. Now our contact says that he got word from an inside source that it might have been off-duty police who have been acting as death squads.”


“Sounds about par for the course,” Bill said. “Where do we fit in?”


“We’ve got more chatter about a possible major hit. This time it won’t just be judges. Looks like someone is aiming at the top man.”


“The President of Brazil?” Bill exclaimed.


“Maybe.”


“Last time I was down there, people were saying he’s a good guy,” Bill said. “On our side and all of that. Didn’t he just manage a bunch of raids in Alameo and round up a whole bevy of drug lords?”


“You mean in addition to the big one you helped with last year?” the agent said. “That turned out to be a pretty neat operation. People celebrated for days. I mean everyone except the buyers and sellers. Right now, their president is saying he’s got to get tough. He’s got to clean out drug labs and deal with the gang wars before the Summer Olympics.”


“I can see that. So, you’re saying that if he doesn’t do something drastic, a lot of people won’t want to go to a place with one of the highest murder rates in the world,” Bill observed wryly.


“You got it.”


“I still don’t see where I fit into the mix.”


“As I said, we’re still working with DEA, tracking drug shipments, and trying to hunt down their henchmen. But with this new threat, we just don’t have enough field forward people to prevent an assassination, if that’s what they’re planning. Their security types are overworked, and most of them can’t be trusted anyway. We just heard from the station chief at our embassy down there that one of the president’s confidantes, a man he does trust, is asking for our help.”


“You mean Chet Osborn?” Bill asked.


“Yeah, Chet. You worked with him before. Good man,” the agent said.


“What about DOD?” Bill asked. “Every time I look around it seems that they’re moving into more and more of our operations. Talk about turf fights. You’ve got their Special Forces operating secretly overseas, you’ve got Delta Force, the Rangers, the Seals, Marines . . .”


“Yes, but most of them are still tied down in Pakistan, all over the Middle East, the Far East, even the Philippines. Or else they’re worrying about nuclear proliferation in God-knows-where. Not much presence in South America, you know. Besides, if we put an operation together for something like stopping a planned assassination, this is going to take an up-close-and-personal connection, not a Seal Team Six.”


“Guess you’re right about that,” Bill said. Then he stopped, paused for a moment, and brought up what he thought was a rather obvious concern. “They’re looking for help from us. Well, from me, I guess. But on something like a possible assassination attempt, remember, this isn’t an episode of that TV show where they send a lone agent somewhere to entirely change the game. All on his own.”


“Yeah, but the thing is, Chet thinks you could be a big help to him. You’ve been in country. Rio, not Brasilia. You know the language. You know our people. The only problem—and this could be a big one—is that ever since you took down Pazio’s brother . . .”


“He was run over by his own truck,” Bill protested.


“I know. But there’s word on the street that Pazio still holds you responsible.”


“That op was near Rio. Their president is in Brasilia, the capital. Besides, I can handle myself. Just tell me the assignment.”


The agent checked his cell and looked over at Bill. “We’re doubling down on our local sources, watching the chatter and cell phone intercepts. If more of this pans out, the agency says you’ll be the next man out. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.” He stared at Bill for a moment and asked. “If we need you, do you think you can get away without causing a stir?”


“I’ll have to think about that,” Bill said. “I’ll check around and see what else we’ve got going in that part of the world. Maybe I can put something together. We’ll have to coordinate with the Undersecretary. I assume he’s been read-in on all of this, right?”


“Not quite yet. But he will be. You know he’s the only one at State who’s privy to your little escapades, if we can call them that. But you can be sure we’ll keep him in the loop on any upcoming travel so he can cover your ass if need be.”


“Thanks,” Bill said, glancing at his watch again. “Now, I gotta get back and deal with really important stuff like making sure none of the State Dinner guests bow or genuflect before an African head of state.”









CHAPTER FIVE


DuPont Circle—Washington, DC


“Hey, Jess. Ready to go?”


Jess had a condo in the DuPont Circle area. She loved the Victorian-style brownstone built in the early 1900s with its exposed brick wall in the living room, high ceilings, and dark cabinets. She didn’t mind being on the top floor, although Ken usually complained about the three flights of stairs whenever he came up to her place. 
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