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Chapter 1

 


Runnels of perspiration streaked
across Fairchild’s forehead as he stared at the 7.62mm Makarov with
attached noise suppressor aimed at the center of his
chest.

The same weapon he boasted of
winning from a vodka-drenched KGB colonel in a high-stakes poker
game during the Helsinki Accords. The one he kept hidden beneath a
stack of meaningless memorandums in the upper right-hand drawer of
his desk.

The one I was prepared to use
without remorse to administer the justice he had thus far managed
to evade.

He scanned the interior of his
office with nervous eyes, searching for some avenue of escape or
method of self-defense to take form as if conjured up by a
sorcerer. Before committing myself to this unpleasant but essential
task, I’d taken great care to insure that Fairchild’s miracles,
especially in avoiding culpability for his crimes, had reached an
end.

“Please, Jourbet,” he whimpered
like a beaten puppy. “These are heinous crimes you’ve accused me
of. I have proof, indisputable proof that you are mistaken. You
must believe me.”

“I’d sooner believe in
leprechauns, you heartless bastard.” My finger tightened around the
trigger guard. “I saw the proof with my own eyes, remember? You’re
a traitor. And worse, you’re a murderer.”

He stepped back and leaned a
supporting hand against the teak paneling that surrounded his
fourth-floor office. A row of the countless number of college
degrees he’d earned in his fifty-seven years—Harvard, MIT, Duke—was
lined above his head in perfect sequence. All were enclosed in gold
frames. He used them as a form of visual intimidation, to
dehumanize his less-educated subordinates while endorsing his own
imagined superiority.

Rutherford Fairchild was a vile,
despicable man who thrived in the shadow game because he had once
been an outstanding intelligence officer, before the lure of easy
money perverted his ability to judge right from wrong.

“I have no idea what you’re
talking about, Jourbet,” he said, his standard narcissism creeping
back into his voice. “You’re living in a fantasy world. You can’t
prove anything. It’s my word against yours. But please, continue.
I’m eager to hear what else your overactive imagination has
fabricated.”

“Murder, except it’s not a dream.
And neither is prison. You’ll find that out soon enough. ‘Cause
prison’s where you’re gonna spend the rest of your miserable
life.”

He strained to smile,
counterbalanced by the apprehension festering beneath his designer
eyeglasses. He still hadn’t wiped away the sweat, which continued
to ooze from his overworked glands.

“I have to hand it to you
though,” I said. “You covered your tracks well. Made sure there was
no one left alive who could testify against you. But you didn’t get
me, and that was a terrible blunder on your part.”

“You’re completely mad.” Tone
brusque now, more secure.

In case his sick mind had somehow
blotted his sins from memory, I reminded him of the things he’d
done. How he’d ordered the executions of the wife and teenage
daughter of Dr. Frederick Holden, a prominent nuclear scientist
consumed by gambling debts, once his plot to blackmail the good
doctor fell apart. How he’d been willing to sell Holden’s
CIA-financed nuclear research to the Iranians at a financial
premium, knowing it was the goal of the rogue Arab state to turn
that technology on its Middle Eastern neighbors.

Holden’s wife and daughter were
found murdered ten days ago in their elegant French Provincial home
in the Arlington countryside. They’d been raped and sodomized,
throats ripped open with a garrote. A sadistic crime made to appear
that they’d fallen prey to a psychotic sexual predator, when, in
fact, they had died at the hands of something much worse: a cold,
calculating killer who murdered for the most fundamental of
motives—greed—and who choreographed the entire episode to divert
suspicion away from himself.

The only saving grace was that
Holden never learned the fate that befell his family. Before he
could be told he, too, was killed by Fairchild’s henchmen in
Tehran. It was also in the Iranian capital, where I’d spent the
last week searching for Holden, that I learned the truth of
Fairchild’s savagery. I didn’t know at the time, but the rescue
mission had all been a set-up, a suicide run drawn up by Fairchild
to make it appear I’d been killed in the line of duty trying to
save Holden from his captors.

Not that
Fairchild planned to send me to my grave with any hero’s
valediction, either. By planting the necessary evidence, he fully
intended to pin all his crimes on me. Dead men are easy scapegoats
and they don’t make good witnesses. Only one problem, from
Fairchild’s standpoint anyway: I wasn’t dead. With the help of
contacts established several years ago in the mudjaheddin, I managed to fake my own
death in a diversionary explosion and escape across the desert into
Afghanistan.

Even if there had been no
innocent victims deserving of retribution, all the adversity and
struggle involved in making my way home from the Middle East would
have been worth it just to see the priceless astonishment on
Fairchild’s face when he first realized his plan had failed and I
was still alive.

But
there were innocent victims. I refused to let them die in
vain.

Fairchild listened without
interruption as I recounted his deceit. The strained smile had
actually grown wider by the time I finished. His back stiffened. He
no longer needed the wall for support.

“Such a grand soliloquy,” he
mused. “Too bad you never studied drama. I could have obtained you
a prime slot with the Shakespeare Theatre. I’m a member of the
Board of Directors, you know.”

“I’m taking you to see General
Garoway,” I said, shoving him forward with my left hand, the
Makarov in my right. “We’ll see just how skilled a performer you
really are. Are you good enough to talk your way out of the
electric chair?”

He stopped and
whirled around. My grip on the gun grew more determined. He said,
“I already told you, Jourbet. You can’t prove any of it. Do you
honestly think General Garoway will believe you, an undercover agent, over the
word of his chief of counterintelligence? My God, undercover agents
slip over the edge every day. You people have no scruples, no
discipline. I, on the other hand, have been a member of the
executive staff for over twenty years. General Garoway and I served
together in Korea. Figure it out for yourself. Nothing will result
from your unfounded accusations. Aside from your own personal
humiliation and forced resignation.”

The appalling arrogance of his
words threatened to tear my heart from my chest. When I first made
my unannounced entry into Fairchild’s office—bypassing his
astounded secretary who hadn’t had time to alert her boss—I really
had not been sure what I intended to do. Bring him to justice or
kill him and spend the remainder of my life at Fort Leavenworth
Federal Penitentiary.

He’d already instructed the
Office of Security to switch off the closed-circuit video cameras
and laser recording devices that monitored his office twenty-four
hours day. It was the first thing he did after I rushed
in.

I hadn’t dissented because I’d
already made up my mind to disclose his treachery to the world,
expose him for the murderer and traitor he was. When I first
entered his office, I carted no desire to sink to his level, turn
the gun on him. But that decision had been made before my thought
processes were given time to properly examine the issue from all
sides. Before Fairchild’s words cast new light on the
truth.

You can’t prove any
of it, Jourbet . . . nothing will result from your unfounded
accusations.

He was right. Why would anyone
believe me? He was the chief of counterintelligence. There was no
evidence against him. I understood now there was only one way to
extract justice in this case. I had to channel deep within myself
and summon the composure and raw nerve necessary to do unto the
murderer as he had done unto others.

I took a deep breath and tried to
remember the crime scene photographs I’d seen of Holden’s wife and
daughter. Innocent lives snuffed out in a sea of blood. Both women
nearly decapitated. The courage to do what had to be done swelled
in my soul.

“You know, Fairchild, you’re
exactly right,” I said. “I can’t prove a thing. The courts and the
judicial system aren’t any help, either. That’s why I have to make
sure you never harm anyone again, why I must seek a more . . .
permanent solution to this crisis.”

A disbelieving panic stretched
across his face. “What are you saying, Jourbet? Good God, you can’t
just gun a man down in cold blood and expect to get away with it.
You must be insane.”

“I don’t expect
to get away with it.” The certainty I was doing the proper thing
grew stronger with each passing breath. “I expect to spend the
remainder of my life in prison. Not that I’ve got anywhere else to
go. Besides, it’ll be worth whatever they do to me to make
sure you get what
you deserve.”

“Please, Jourbet, you must listen
to me.” He took a step toward his desk. I followed with the gun
pointed at the back of his skull, suddenly fearful that he might
have a spare weapon hidden nearby. “It’s right here in my top desk
drawer. Conclusive evidence that you are wrong, that killing me
would be a tragic mistake.”

I didn’t buy a word of it, these
ramblings of a desperate murderer. “Tragic? Yes, but not a mistake.
I’m going to do it with your own gun, Fairchild. Are you ready?
Here it comes.”

“Jesus Christ,
Jourbet!”

He spun and charged at me, arms
outstretched, still pleading his case. It was too late. The jury
had decided on the death penalty. My trigger finger was already in
motion, the silencer on the Makarov no more than an inch from his
face when the weapon discharged.

A blood storm converged between
his eyes as the bullet opened a stellate wound in his forehead. His
upper body jerked back and forth, the thrust of the projectile
carving a path through his brain. He collapsed to the carpet with a
thud.

I stood over him and watched red
juice spurt from his head like a geyser. Then I dropped the Makarov
and headed for the undercover officer’s lounge to ponder my last
moments of freedom.

 



Chapter
2

 


Lieutenant General Mitchell
Garoway was seated behind his huge mahogany desk, gazing intently
at a draft copy of the President’s Daily Brief—hot off the CIA
printing press at the northwest end of the Langley compound—when
Lethridge from the Office of Security shoved me inside the door at
the point of a Heckler and Koch MP5-series compact submachine
gun.

The General didn’t move, eyes
still glued to the page, oblivious to the early morning shadows
that filtered into his seventh-floor suite of offices. “Ah, yes,
Mr. Jourbet,” he said without looking up. One of the shadows cast a
horizontal silhouette over his face. “I’ve been expecting
you.”

Lethridge stood beneath one of
the wide-brimmed ranger hats indicative of the Agency’s security
staff, unsure of his next move. I’d known him since our days
together at The Farm, the CIA’s supposedly top secret training
facility between Williamsburg and Yorktown. Roommates and best
friends, at least until our training ended and he was relegated to
duty with the Gestapo-like Office of Security, while I was assigned
to the more prestigious Directorate of Operations. He never got
over it.

“Would you like me to stay?” he
asked General Garoway.

“That won’t be
necessary.”

Lethridge hesitated, eyes
lowered. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I’m not so sure that’s a
good idea. Considering what this man did to Mr.
Fairchild.”

The general
finally raised his head. Knowing eyes peered from beneath
Progressive Era spectacles. I read once in Newsweek that he fancied himself
another Teddy Roosevelt, whom he actually resembled if you used
your imagination. “I assure you I’ll be fine,” he said. “Mr.
Jourbet poses no threat.”

He rose from the chair and
removed his spectacles. Shadows continued to linger across his
desk. Despite his reputation for juvenescence, the general’s face
was liberally reamed with patches of folded skin that affirmed the
unrelenting stress he encountered every day as Director of Central
Intelligence.

“I’ll be right outside in case
you need me, Sir,” Lethridge announced, his dark eyes glowering in
my direction. “May God have mercy on your soul, Jourbet.” He left
the room as ordered, slamming the oak door behind him.

“Mr. Lethridge is none too
discreet,” said the general. “He is, however, an outstanding
security officer.”

“He once was my
friend.”

“Perhaps he will be again. After
this episode with Fairchild has been fully elucidated, of
course.”

Something told me this episode
with Fairchild was already fully elucidated. His secretary had
found him dead in his office thirty minutes ago, lying in a pool of
blood with his brains hanging like tinsel from the teak
paneling.

Now that my senses had returned
to some semblance of normalcy, the prospect of living out the
remainder of my days in captivity had definitely lost its emotional
appeal. When Lethridge arrested me, I assumed my next stop would be
Leavenworth. Now I could at least tell my side of the story to
someone with the authority to do something about it.

General Garoway rubbed his tired
eyes, lifted a manila folder off his desk, and carefully began
leafing through its contents. “Please sit down, Mr. Jourbet. We
have somewhat of an important matter to discuss.”

I sat in the only available seat,
a padded armchair, and pondered my predicament. The General seemed
so at ease that it brought me peace of mind just watching him. Or
was this simply the calm before the storm? I’d also heard reports
about his legendary temper.

At seventy years of age, he was
winding up a four-year stint as DCI, following a distinguished
thirty-seven-year career with the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence
Agency. He’d already announced his impending retirement, effective
immediately after the upcoming November general elections.
Universally considered above reproach—one of the reasons he’d been
nominated by the President in the first place—Garoway had helped
restore the CIA’s reputation. Indeed, the Agency’s approval rating
at this moment was at an all-time high, and the General’s genius in
weathering the controversy inherent in running an enterprise as
immense and esoteric as the CIA had a lot to do with it. Out of
respect for his career accomplishments, virtually everyone still
referred to him by his military rank.

He leaned against his desk,
lowering an elbow next to one of the green touch-tone phones used
to make secure calls inside the Langley complex.

“I take it you’ve already heard
about chief of counterintelligence Fairchild’s shocking death
earlier this morning?” he said. “Everybody else around here seems
to have.” The last sentence was spoken with obvious
distaste.

“Yes, sir.” I fidgeted in the
chair, unable to find a comfort zone.

“Then I suppose it would be
immaterial to inform you that Fairchild’s secretary positively
identified you as the last person in his office before she found
him dead.”

“I’m sure her word is as good as
gold, Sir. She seemed very sharp.”

“Let’s hope she remains as such.
Finding her boss with half his face missing launched her into
immediate hysteria. The doctors at the Alston Clinic are examining
her as we speak.”

The Alston Clinic was the
Agency-owned asylum outside Wheaton that catered to former
employees unable to control the secrets they babble. MacLean was
there. He cracked while running a mission in Bucharest, duck-dived
for three days before turning up drunk and catatonic thirty miles
away in Snagov Park, wearing beggar’s clothes and smelling as if
he’d been bathing in a vodka distillery. To this day, he hasn’t
spoken a word and the doctors have been unable to find out what
happened to him.

My mother was also there, had
been for the past six years, her care by Agency doctors a key
component of my employment contract. Her insurance ran out a long
time ago, after my father was gunned down in cold blood on the
streets of Brussels. This happened nineteen years ago, and I
watched every awful moment of it.

“I’m a man of
simple means, Mr. Jourbet,” the general continued. “I abhor
unnecessary complication, and your actions here today have served
to complicate my life immeasurably. Are you aware that because of
Fairchild’s death, I had to cancel a meeting this afternoon with
the President of the United States? The
President, by damn. He doesn’t like being
eighty-sixed.”

“I understand.”

“What
you must understand, Mr. Jourbet, is this,” he said. “The Central
Intelligence Agency cannot condone the assassination of one of its
chief officers.”

Folder still in hand, he strode
over to the lone window and stared across the parking lot to the
rolling hills of the Potomac Valley. “I was an undercover agent
once myself.” He turned and actually grinned. “I see you find that
hard to believe. Two tours in Moscow under non-official cover. But
those were different circumstances; espionage was a very different
business.” He walked to his desk and pulled open the top drawer.
“Do you mind if I smoke?”

“No, Sir.” This was a smoke-free
building, but I wasn’t about to argue with the DCI. He produced a
lighter and fired up a pipe, taking long, comforting draws. He
admired the pipe and sighed with approval. Smoke curled around his
head like a crown.

“Intelligence gathering will
always be an indispensable component of national defense,” he said.
“So many nations possess weapons of mass destruction, and the
willingness to use them, that each fragment of acquired
intelligence data, no matter how seemingly insignificant, permits
the sun to continue shining on our fair earth for another day. That
is a terrible burden to place upon any man. The knowledge that a
single error in the interpretation of data, an innocent human
mistake in its acquisition, can result in annihilation for all
mankind. I understand how overpowering these burdens and pressures
can be. They can spread like a cancer, growing until the individual
‘s psychological defenses are totally eaten away. Such stress is an
unfortunate, but quite common reality in the life of the undercover
agent.”

“I didn’t crack, if that’s what
you’re implying,” I said. “I don’t need your sympathy.”

“Nor shall you receive
any.”

“I knew what I was doing, General
Garoway. I had my reasons. I don’t expect anyone to believe me or
understand my motives.”

He walked
behind my chair and placed a hand on my left shoulder. “But
we do believe you,
Mr. Jourbet. We know what you did, and more to the point, we know
exactly why you
did it. Can I get you anything? Something to drink
perhaps?”

“A beer would be nice.” And an
explanation. How much, exactly, did he know?

He returned to his desk and
squeezed the transmit key on his ivory-colored, rectangular
interoffice video communications link, state-of-the-art technology
that allowed the DCI to see and hear with whom he was
communicating.

“Miss Franklin, would you be so
kind as to fetch Mr. Jourbet a glass of iced tea?”

Miss Franklin was his strikingly
beautiful executive secretary. I’d met her briefly on the way in.
General Garoway glanced at me and sat back down.

“You can forget the James Bond
antics, Mr. Jourbet,” he said. “Alcohol impedes the reasoning
process. It should never be used by someone in your position, an
undercover agent who’s so dependent on his wits for
survival.”

A few moments later Miss Franklin
darted through the door carrying a glass. I took it and quickly
sipped the cold tea. It tasted of industrial waste and empty beer
cans, straight from the waters of the Potomac. The door slammed
again and Miss Franklin was gone.

My mind drifted
back to the issue at hand. General Garoway must have known about Fairchild’s
illegal activities. Why else would he have wanted this meeting, as
opposed to having me immediately remanded into custody? I was a
killer for Christ’s sake. He knew it. Why take the risk of giving
me even temporary freedom unless he had some higher purpose in
mind? Or was this just wishful thinking?

“The tea will refresh your mind,”
the general said. “Help you to see things more clearly, to realize
the implications of the things you’ve done.”

“I know what I’ve done. I’ve made
the world a better place.”

“Perhaps.” He flashed me a
disapproving look. “But there’s good and bad in every situation.
It’s strictly a matter of viewpoint.” He stood up again and
absently stared at the manila folder on his desk, tilting it
slightly in my direction. It was my personnel file. “Someone has
the unenviable task of deducing whether the good outweighs the bad.
In your case, Mr. Jourbet, that someone is myself.”

“I’m sure I’m in good hands,
Sir.”

“For the past six years you have
been one of our most successful undercover contract agents. A
mission achievement rate of ninety-seven percent. Your only
failure—”

“Berlin,” I said. It was a
subject I avoided like the plague.

“Berlin, yes, I remember.” He
stopped, waiting for me to enlighten him. I wasn’t about to and he
caught on immediately. “A quite impressive record nonetheless.
While the industry standard is less than eighty percent, somehow
you’ve managed to reach your assigned objective in almost every
case. The Directorate of Operations, the Central Intelligence
Agency in particular, and the entire nation as a whole owes you a
debt of gratitude for such outstanding and loyal
service.”

I felt like I was listening to my
own eulogy.

“I also know that you and Mr.
Fairchild were not exactly, shall we say, playmates.”

It was a nauseating choice of
words. “Hardly,” I said.

He dropped the folder and stared
at me. “You probably don’t know this, Mr. Jourbet, but I
hand-picked Rutherford Fairchild to be chief of the
counterintelligence center. He was a brilliant intelligence man, a
war hero. Were you aware that he and I served together in
Korea?”

“Yes, sir.” My prospects seemed
suddenly to dim.

“Up until six months ago he was
being groomed to take over as deputy director of
operations.”

“Six months, Sir? What happened
then?”

Looking away from me, he again
paced over to the window and stared into the emerging dawn. Five
minutes passed.

“Six months ago, sir?” I
interrupted. “You were saying?”

“Yes?” He turned abruptly around
and glanced at me with a vague expression on his face. “Yes, of
course. Sorry. I was reminiscing about the day I brought Fairchild
on board. Such a sad memory. Anyway, yes, six months ago. That was
when we discovered the shocking truth, that my good friend
Rutherford Fairchild was selling our most cherished secrets out
from under us. It was difficult to believe; we’d been through hell
together, had known each other since our days at Parris Island.
Only recently did I begin to detect a serious change in his
personality.”

My God,
he had known.

“We had no way of knowing about
his cocaine addiction. He kept it hidden like the true genius he
was.”

“Cocaine addiction?” First I’d
heard of it.

“Yes. After his wife Jamilah
committed suicide two years ago, Fairchild developed quite a habit.
One assumes it was his way of handling grief. Some people turn to
alcohol. Fairchild used cocaine as a crutch. That’s the reason he
was selling out. To support his drug habit.”

“You
knew he was selling
out?”

“Of course we knew. Now, I find
it necessary to search my heart for pity. He once was a dear
friend.”

“Your pity can’t help him now,
Sir. And it doesn’t make him any less a traitor.”

The general stomped a foot into
the carpet. “I will not tolerate such indifference to human life in
this office! Fairchild was the best intelligence officer I’ve ever
had the pleasure of serving with. He cracked under the strain,
that’s all. It can happen to anyone, even you. What happened to
Fairchild is a damnable shame!”

“There are a lot of innocent
people dead because of Fairchild, Sir. I’ve no sympathy for a
murderer.”

A glow began to spread over the
general’s face. Why the sudden alteration?

“We knew that,
Jourbet. You would have no sympathy for a murderer. We knew that
revenge, not compassion, would be uppermost in your mind. We invest
a great deal of time and money in our psychological programs, and
the research data provides invaluable guidance. The Cuban Missile
Crisis, for instance, might have ended in irrevocable disaster had
not a team of government psychoanalysts convinced President Kennedy
that Khrushchev had no backbone and would give in to his demands to
have the missiles removed. For security purposes, we
must be able to
anticipate how an agent might react in any given situation.” He
tapped my personnel file. “Your psychological profile told us you
would not stand idly by while innocent victims were being
slaughtered by a purported madman.”

“What are you saying?”

“That’s why we allowed Fairchild
to dispatch you to Tehran. We knew the mission to rescue Dr. Holden
was a snow job, but we were desperate. We couldn’t prove Fairchild
was selling out. He was chief of counterintelligence; who would
have believed it? Now, thanks to you, Mr. Jourbet, no one has
to.”

The truth hit me like a
locomotive. “You knew Fairchild was selling out and you still let
him send me on a suicide run?” I leaned across the desk and jabbed
a finger into his chest. His hand grasped for the intercom. “Who
granted you license to play God with my life, you son of a
bitch?”

He didn’t back down an inch; his
face flared in front of my own. “We knew you’d come out of it with
your hide intact. You’re that good, Jourbet. The fact that you
might have been terminated was never seriously
considered.”

“Bull shit! You knew nothing of
the sort! You threw me to the wolves! Bastard!”

“Fairchild was a senior officer,
privy to some of this nation’s most sensitive secrets. We couldn’t
prove he was selling out so something had to be done. You’ve
performed this country a tremendous service.”

I felt the desperate urge to do
to him what I had done to Fairchild. I caught my breath and tried
to relax. The detonator on my fury had reached ground zero. For six
years I’d given these people my heart and soul, very nearly my life
on more than one occasion. It had meant nothing. I was an
independent contractor, unaccountable, expendable.

“It doesn’t bother you at all,
does it?” I said. I took a step back, realizing I couldn’t
intimidate him, but still angry enough to set the place on fire.
“Innocent people went to their graves for you, for this damned
organization. And now you expect me to take the fall for it? You
can go to hell!”

I made the decision to get out. I
was doomed anyway, so what difference did insubordination make? If
they wanted me, they were going to have to come and get me. I was
on my way to the door when he called out to me.

“Mr. Jourbet! Halt!”

I didn’t look back. He could go
to hell, join his buddy Fairchild for a fishing trip on the River
Styx.

His voice echoed behind me.
“Please stop before I’m forced to call Mr. Lethridge. You’re
leaving me no choice. I’ll have you shot the instant you open that
door.”

Common sense stilled my hand as
it reached for the doorknob. I stared blankly at the wood-grain
finish. Six long and difficult years passed before my eyes. Close
calls, narrow escapes. A nasty business, no denying it, but events
had now turned completely absurd. Did I care to call the general’s
bluff?

Garoway’s voice again: “Return to
your seat, Mr. Jourbet. I mean what I say.”

Palms sweating profusely,
perspiration saturating the metal doorknob. I began to lose my
handhold. Gradually, I let it slip away and turned around. He was
releasing his finger from the call button of his communications
device.

“You’re weary, Mr. Jourbet. You
need rest,” he said. “Please, come back so we can resolve this
unfortunate matter once and for all.”

I returned to my chair, the
longest journey of my life. When I delivered Fairchild to his
maker, I knew I was going to spend the remainder of my life in
confinement, had prepared myself for it, accepted it as fact. Now
that the time had come to receive my condemnation, something inside
me would not allow it to be that final. I sat down, almost at ease,
the fighting spirit still alive in me. Without it I was nothing, no
matter if I spent the rest of my life in an eight by ten prison
cell or a suite in the Trump Tower.

“I’m afraid there’s been some
sort of misunderstanding,” he said. “While it’s true that I’m very
sorry for the needless bloodshed that originated from the Tehran
mission, in this particular case I strongly believe the ends
justified the means.”

“A matter of opinion.”

“I’m here to offer you a deal,
Mr. Jourbet. A way for you to clear yourself of all
charges.”

“What kind of a deal?”

“It wouldn’t be difficult to
record Fairchild’s death as a suicide . . . officially, that is. He
was very distraught, a mental wreck since his wife’s death. And he
had no family, so no one on the outside need know a thing. If you
accept my offer, I’ll guarantee that once the Office of Security
has concluded its investigation, you’ll be completely exonerated of
any wrongdoing. I’ll even recommend you personally for the
Distinguished Intelligence Medal. How does it feel to be a
hero?”

“What’s the deal?” I asked again,
ignoring his appeal to my vanity.

“A colleague of yours is in
trouble. Disappeared while on assignment. I’d like for you to take
her place in the field.”

“I’m not sure I trust you. How do
I know you aren’t planning to sell me out?” I felt a lump in my
throat. What better way to rid themselves of the mess I’d created?
Dispatch me to the field, make certain I was killed in action. Case
closed.

“You’re our best undercover
operative, Jourbet. An irreplaceable element of this organization,
a man whose heroism in the field has been duly noted and
recognized. You understand, of course, we would do nothing to
compromise you.”

“I understand I’ve been used,
Sir. That part’s very clear.” I waited for a response that didn’t
come. “Who is it that’s gone missing anyway?” I asked finally. A
peculiar queasiness swept over me.

“Marlena Cory,” he said. “The
woman you left at the altar two years ago.”

 



Chapter
3

 


I hadn’t seen or spoken to
Marlena Cory in the two years since I’d walked out on her, but
recollections of our time together continued to dance in and out of
my mind. The memories were like barbed wire in my
subconscious.

“What was she working on?” I
asked Garoway.

“A classified project in
Oceanview, North Carolina. You know that area well.”

Knew
would have been more appropriate. I’d only
visited Oceanview a couple of times in the past twenty years. My
family used to vacation in the coastal resort community when I was
a child. Each year we’d rent one of the exquisite nineteenth
century Victorian homes overlooking the waterfront where the
rolling waters of the Intracostal Waterway meet the Atlantic
Ocean.

It’s a beautiful place, and I
often wondered as an adult what it would have been like to stroll
along the beach hand-in-hand with Marlena Cory, ankle deep in the
crystal blue water, our toes digging the soft sand beneath the
silent guns and eroding masonry of Fort Silverton, a coastal
fortress built in 1838 and controlled by the Confederacy until it
was liberated during Sherman’s March to the Sea.

The lifeline to many of my
fondest dreams ran through Oceanview. Unfortunately none of them
involved Marlena. I never quite got around to taking her
there.

“Marlena was on loan to the
National Resources division as part of the CIA-FBI domestic joint
cooperation effort,” Garoway told me, adding, “You’ve worked with
them before?”

It was a routine surveillance job
a year ago. I took the mission to remain active between overseas
assignments. National Resources was called Foreign Resources Branch
back then. The name changed when Foreign Resources merged with the
National Collection division.

“This is a classified operation,”
the general said. “You know the code. I can’t elaborate further
until I’ve received your commitment to replace Miss Cory in the
field. And the urgency of this mission demands an immediate
answer.”

“And if I decline?”

Garoway shrugged and looked
away.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I
asked.

“Fairchild may not have been
well-liked, but he was the chief of counterintelligence. Respected
by almost everyone at the Agency.”

“I’m a hero,” I reminded him “You
said so yourself.”

“Only you and I know
that.”

Jourbet, the puppet on a string.
Damn him to hell.

“A young lady is missing,” he
said. “It would be much better for everyone if you cooperated out
of a sense of loyalty and concern for a colleague in
danger.”

I told him I would do it, but not
for him or the damned agency. For Marlena.

“Your past . . . history with
Miss Cory. Will this present a problem?” he asked.

“Ancient history,” I
said.

I couldn’t tell if he believed me
or not. I wasn’t sure I believed it myself.

“Your attitude toward Miss Cory
could have some bearing on the outcome of the mission.”

“For Christ’s sake, I already
told you I’d do it. Now, what was she working on?”

“She was shadowing an Iraqi
diplomat on vacation.”

“A terrorist,” I scoffed. “Since
when did Marlena Cory become something more than window dressing to
you people?”

“It’s been a couple of years
since you last saw her,” Garoway added, reading my mind. “Maybe
she’s not the same person. Maybe she’s more confident, more
resourceful. Maybe getting away from you was the best thing that
ever happened to her. Professionally speaking, of
course.”

His words cut a hole through me
and he knew it. I kept silent, but I wondered if it were true. Had
I hindered Marlena’s career with over-protectiveness, my fear that
she couldn’t handle the job?

“The assignment was quite
routine,” Garoway assured.

“Marlena’s missing. You said
innocent lives were at stake. Doesn’t sound routine to
me.”

He nodded deferentially and said,
“Why don’t I move directly to the point. The man she was shadowing,
Major Ahmed al-Husayni, is a suspected terrorist with ties to the
Abu Nidal organization, the Arab Liberation Front, and the
Kurdistan Workers Party. He’s been active in his own country as a
military liaison for the Mujahedin-e Khalq, Iraq’s primary Iranian
opposition group. He currently serves as Third Secretary for Iraq’s
Permanent Mission to the United Nations in New York.”

He reached inside a manila folder
and produced an eight-by-ten black and white photograph of a
bearded man dressed in full Iraqi military regalia. Half a dozen
medals were pasted across his chest. He wore prescription glasses
that obscured his deep-set eyes but didn’t hide the sunken cheeks
and bulbous nose that would make positive identification easy even
if he shaved the facial hair and discarded the
eyeglasses.

“Did Marlena make contact with
Husayni before she disappeared?” I asked.

“She was expressly forbidden from
doing so. Husayni is a registered diplomat with full privileges
under the Diplomatic Relations Act. To this point he’s committed no
crime, at least none that we’re aware of. We did make a polite
inquiry to the Iraqi mission concerning his current status, and
they made no attempt to hide the fact that he had spent time in
Oceanview. They even verified he’d been there on leave.”

“Maybe that’s all there was to
it. A vacation.” Except that Marlena was missing, an intensely
disturbing complication.

“Not likely, Jourbet. Immediately
after Marlena went missing, Husayni checked out of his hotel and
returned to New York. A little too coincidental for my
tastes.”

“What did the Iraqis have to say
about that?”

“Very little, I’m afraid, only
that Husayni had been recalled to official duty and was required to
cut short his vacation.”

“Is he still in New
York?”

“Yes, and if he attempts to leave
we’ll know about it. The FBI currently has the mission under
twenty-four-hour surveillance. They’ve promised to let us know the
moment he makes a move.”

“Yeah, and Palestinians and Jews
may decide to start taking showers together,” I remarked, thinking
about the ill-concealed feud between the Agency and the FBI. “Why
don’t I just pay Husayni a social call?”

“Absolutely not.” Garoway shot my
plan down in an instant. “There’s nothing anybody can do, by law,
until Husayni decides to leave the mission grounds, which he hasn’t
done since returning to New York. The Iraqi delegation acknowledges
he’s there, but they won’t let us interview him. They say neither
he nor any other member of their staff knows anything about Miss
Cory’s disappearance. A coincidence, they say.”

I didn’t like coincidences any
better than the general. Agents are trained not to believe in
them.

“What we’re most concerned about
at this point, Jourbet, is Husayni’s reason for being in Oceanview
in the first place. The area is overrun with tourists this time of
year.”

“What about Coastal Power and
Light’s nuclear facility? It’s just a few miles east of Oceanview.
Is an attack on the nuclear plant possible?”

The thought filled me with dread.
Nuclear facilities were notoriously lax when it came to security,
and Coastal Power and Light’s newest power station was one of the
worst. Only four years old and already it had been closed once
because of an attempted break-in—attributed to some harmless
pranksters—and shut down on two other occasions because of
equipment malfunctions. Rumors of codes violations and Nuclear
Regulatory Commission payoffs ran rampant. Protesters had
practically set up residence outside the grounds the first year
after the facility opened.

“Frederick Holden was chief
engineer at the Waterton County Nuclear Facility for two years
before he went to work with us,” Garoway said, as if the possible
connection had just occurred to him.

“So that’s what all this is
about,” I ventured. “Still trying to clean up Fairchild’s
mess.”

He bowed his head. “Maybe. But
don’t forget that Marlena is missing and that Fairchild may have
had something to do with it. You wouldn’t want to leave the job
unfinished, would you?”

Damn him. “Do you really think he
was playing both sides of the Iraq-Iran political
fence?”

“Desperate men make desperate
choices. Besides there are other factors to consider, ones that
don’t involve Dr. Holden and the Waterton County Nuclear Facility
at all.”

“Like what?”

“There have been other strange
occurrences in the Oceanview area recently. Events that unfolded
even before Husayni arrived there. A mysterious animal anthrax
outbreak in Waterton County, for instance. Our scientists are still
studying three of the incidents, all within a thirty mile radius of
Oceanview, in the agricultural section north of the
beach.”

“You believe there’s some
connection between the anthrax outbreak and Husayni’s presence in
Oceanview?” Why else was the Agency involved in the first place,
especially National Resources Branch.

He removed his
glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose. “The carcasses of the
dead cattle were covered with black carbuncles, a symptom similar
to naturally caused animal anthrax. But one of our consulting
microbiologists, Dr. Renee Cromartie at the Lawrence Livermore
National Laboratory in California, has done some preliminary
testing and formulated a terrifying theory. She believes the
animals were infected with a potent, man-made microbe similar in
composition to the pulmonary anthrax bacillus that contaminated
Sverdlovsk, USSR back in 1979.”

I remembered well the details of
Sverdlovsk’s anthrax epidemic that “officially” killed sixty-six
people and infected ninety-six, although most estimates place both
totals much higher. The outbreak resulted from the wind-borne
distribution of anthrax spores, and the source of the pathogen,
although the Russians denied the truth for ten years, was an
explosion at a secret biological warfare plant, Sverdlovsk-17,
maintained by the Soviet armed forces.

Immediately following the
outbreak the Soviet military evacuated the research facility,
graded and covered the surrounding land with asphalt, and
completely disinfected the area around Sverdlovsk-17 with overhead
spraying. The dead were buried in specially-built coffins designed
to prevent leakage. Anthrax spores can remain infectious for many
years after they have been dispersed.

And the
Russians aren’t the only ones who have experimented with the
anthrax pathogen. At least ten nations, including Iraq and Iran,
are thought to possess at least limited biological warfare
capability. The United States has conducted anthrax research of its
own at its biological weapons facility at Fort Detrick, Maryland,
but U.S. military doctrine forbade its use in combat, even if the
enemy unleashes its biological arsenal first. The anthrax
bacterium, Bacillus
anthracis, is considered a thousand times
deadlier than the nerve gas sarin used by the Japanese cult
Aum Shinrikyo in the
Tokyo subway system.

“How feasible is Dr. Cromartie’s
theory?” I asked, holding my breath.

“She’s expert, twenty-six years
service with the Livermore Lab. All we can do is give her
hypothesis the critical attention it merits and wait for
confirmation or disputation from the North Carolina Department of
Agriculture and the Centers for Disease Control in
Atlanta.”

“How involved is the Agency in
the investigation?”

“In an advisory capacity only.
The NCDA is handling the inquest on the local level. They even
called in a specialist, Dr. Albert Ritter, the North American
Director of Research and Development for Vander Klai Enterprises,
the giant Dutch pharmaceutical firm based in Rotterdam. Their U.S.
office is at Research Triangle Park, about two-hundred miles west
of Oceanview. Ritter’s world-renowned in toxicology and immunology.
He’s studied the more exotic strains of virus throughout the
world—Ebola, Marburg, Lassa, Oropouche, even Legionnaire’s
Disease—and he often consults with the CDC. He’s also considered
one of the world’s foremost experts in the area of AIDS research.
I’m told he’s been seeking a cure for the past fifteen
years.”

“Does Ritter agree with
Cromartie’s findings?”

“He considers the scenario
possible.”

“What about human victims?” I
asked. If someone were scattering anthrax spores along the
coastline, even if it had been done on an experimental basis many
miles out to sea, there was a real possibility that humans had
already been infected and admitted to local hospitals. Or
morgues.

“Oceanview General Hospital, as
well as medical facilities as far away as Morehead City, New Bern,
Jacksonville, and Wilmington are all being monitored for reports of
anyone exhibiting anthrax-like symptoms. So far, nothing. It’s
unlikely anyway. Once the outbreak was discovered, local, state,
and federal authorities moved in to quarantine the contaminated
areas. Efforts are still being made to disinfect the hot
zones.”

“Are the Iraqis the only
suspects?”

“We’re checking all countries
known to stockpile biological weapons. And the homegrown fanatics:
the Neo-Nazis, state-sponsored terrorists, militias. Since Oklahoma
City and Tokyo, we’re leaving nothing to chance.”

“Are we
missing any of our stockpiles?” I
asked.

Garoway tried to smile but the
effort was wasted. He understood the magnitude of the situation as
well as I did. The theft of biological weapons was no laughing
matter.

“The military’s very
tight-lipped, Jourbet. They prefer not to share information about
their classified biological weapons programs. We’re working on that
angle, but we have to be careful not to compromise our national
security interests. According to Dr. Ritter, the NCDA should be
ready to issue a preliminary finding in about forty-eight hours.
Blood and DNA samples obtained from the carcasses with a PCR probe
were only sent to the CDC for analysis this morning, so it will
take them to a little longer. Meantime, we must avoid any
disclosure that might create a panic.”

“In other words, we’re waiting
for people to die.”

Garoway grimaced. “It’s the
height of the tourist season, Jourbet. There are over a
quarter-of-a-million people within an hour’s drive of the area
where the outbreaks occurred. Then there’s the possible scenario
involving Dr. Holden’s ties to the nuclear facility.”

I casually stared at the floor,
tired of the rhetoric I’d heard a hundred times before. Marlena was
missing, thousands of lives were at risk, and now we were
practicing restraint. I decided to try a different tact.

“When was Marlena last heard
from?”

“Last night. She logged in at
8:47 p.m. I’m afraid I may not have made myself entirely clear,
Jourbet. You see, she didn’t just disappear. She was snatched in
the middle of that transmission. She’d just contacted Operations
Center when it happened. A telephone dispatch. Critical priority on
an unsecured line.”

An
unsecured line, a sign
of agent desperation, the walls closing in, no time for proper
security measures.

“Her voice was barely audible,
but she told the dispatcher she’d located something vital to the
case. There were sounds of a scuffle before the disconnect, then
two loud bursts the NSA thinks were gunshots from a Sig Sauer P 226
semi-automatic.”

I felt hot and nauseated, sicker
now than I felt with the gun pressed to Fairchild’s
head.

“She didn’t stay on the line long
enough for the origin of her call to be determined,” he went on.
“Personal belongings were found undisturbed at the safe house she
was using, just as she must have left them. Her rental car was
still parked in the driveway. We’re checking with local cab
companies to see if anyone picked her up.”

Her looks would have been
memorable, I was thinking, even as I tried again to push the past
away.

“Sorry, Jourbet, but until the
issue of her disappearance is resolved one way or the other,
Operations Center has no choice but to list Miss Cory on the
missions register as MIA, with instructions to change her
classification to a closed file if necessary.”

A closed file . . . dead,
deceased, terminated. Time to notify the next-of-kin.

“Do you have a copy of that
tape?” I asked. “I want to hear it for myself.”

He rang Miss Franklin and asked
her to have someone from the Office of Science and Technology bring
it up.

Marlena’s voice was shrill and
drowned in static, but it was unmistakably her voice. I closed my
eyes and tried to remember her face in silhouette, the contour of
her mouth as it cried out my name when we made love. A lifetime
ago. Only the terror in her voice wrenched me back to the
present.

Code name Esmerelda.
Operation Storm Watch. I think I’ve got something here.

Relatively calm at first, her
words barely carried above the background clanging of metal against
metal, the hum of motors, and the groan of something that sounded
like an out-of-tune oboe. Then came the panic.

I need to run a
background on—hey, what the hell! Who are you? Oh, my
God!

I heard the
gunshots and the faint burst of shattering glass, and my heart felt
as if it were going to explode. Then came a crash of some sort and
a haunting cry for help that faded into the distance as if she were
being dragged away. She screamed for her life and the background
noise continued for a moment before the line went
dead.

Random thoughts, none very
pleasant, hammered through my head. If this had been an opposition
sanction—and two distinct gun shots certainly implied the use of
deadly force—where was Marlena’s body? Why hadn’t it been found?
No, she was still alive, wounded, carted off for interrogation, a
fate worse than death itself.

“Any idea who she wanted a
background check on?” I knew it wasn’t Husayni. She’d have already
been given his dossier before entering the field.

“This was her first
communication, Jourbet. We have no idea who she saw or spoke to. We
don’t know if the call came from a phone booth or a
cellular.”

“Those sounds on the tape, the
gun shots, surely the assailants left some trace . . .”

I stopped at the thought of
blood-spatter patterns, DNA fingerprinting, ballistics reports and
other things I didn’t want to consider. Physical evidence made
Marlena’s predicament tangible, manifested the danger she was in.
Malignant thoughts were poison at such an early stage of the
operation.

“The FBI and the local police are
combing the area for abandoned vehicles equipped with cellulars in
case she borrowed or rented another car for reasons unknown,”
Garoway said. “We’ve also enlisted the aid of the telephone
company. They’re checking all the phone booths in the area for
signs of damage or a struggle.”

“How long will it take to isolate
the background noise?” I asked. It was the only ray of hope we
had.

“We’ve digitally transferred the
background noise to a separate track. Given the vast library of
recordings the Agency has accumulated over the years, our computers
will ultimately make a sound match.”

“What kind of interference can we
expect from local law enforcement?” I asked. From past experience I
knew that in cases of this magnitude local police departments had a
tendency to overstep their bounds. I didn’t want some part-time
sheriff hindering my efforts to find Marlena.

“I don’t think
the locals will be a problem,” Garoway said. “The Oceanview Police
and the Waterton County Sheriff’s Department are functioning solely
as support apparatus. They know their roles and the FBI has
obtained jurisdiction by claiming she may have been transported out
of state. It’s doubtful, Jourbet, but it’s our invitation to the
party. We’ve already re-tasked the mission—your mission—under the code name
Operation Beachhead. One of our own undercover agents snatched and
possibly taken abroad at the same instant a known Iraqi terrorist
was in the area? Jesus, Jourbet.”

“Has an operations officer been
assigned yet?” The answer often meant the difference between life
and death.

Garoway hesitated before offering
a reply, and I knew something was up. “Keep in mind, Jourbet, that
it’s only been thirty hours, but Prentice is on his way from
Santiago—”

Prentice!
“Forget it,” I said. I didn’t intend to commit
suicide for the Agency. “Berlin was his fault.”

“That’s why we intend to reassign
him once he’s debriefed. I’ve already assigned someone—”

“I want Dunlevy.” I would accept
no one else. Dunlevy and I had worked together successfully several
times before. He was the Agency’s best operations officer, and
though he had never been active himself, Dunlevy seemed to possess
a sixth sense when it came to recognizing the obstacles an agent
was likely to encounter in the field. He was clairvoyant and
paranoid. In five previous outings together we’d never failed to
deliver the goods. And he had yanked me out of harm’s way on more
than one occasion. I owed my life to him.

“We anticipated you’d want
Dunlevy,” he said. “We’re trying to reach him in
Manila.”

I felt modest relief and resigned
myself to working with Prentice, temporarily.

Garoway checked his watch. “We
have a plane fueled and waiting at Dulles. Stop by Logistics on
your way out. They have all the particulars. A car will be waiting
for you in Oceanview when you land.”

“When can I expect
Dunlevy?”

“Possibly as early as this
evening if everything goes as planned. No later than tomorrow
morning.”

He lifted a coded index card from
his desk. “These are the directions to the car and the safe house
where Marlena was staying. It was clean so we have no reason to
think it has been compromised. Watch your back. I don’t want to
have to repeat this briefing with someone else.

“One more thing,” the general
said rather too timidly as I yanked open the door. “Despite what
you may think, I suffered deeply in orchestrating the Fairchild
matter. But that’s the nature of our game. Sometimes innocent
people must die so that others can live. You understand, don’t
you?”

“Marlena’s in danger,” I said
without turning around. “That’s all I need to
understand.”
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Thirty minutes later, on General
Garoway’s direct order, Lethridge escorted me to the Office of
Personnel so I could verify the name of my beneficiary. Required
procedure: personnel keeps the information on file in case anything
nasty happens to us while we’re in the field.

As always, I planned to leave
what little I had to my mother, although she couldn’t use any of
it. She was unable to string together meaningful sentences, her
only speech the random words and numbers that held no significance
for anyone, including her doctors. She didn’t recognize me any
longer, which made my visits so difficult. I rarely made them
anymore.

I’d taken Marlena to see Mother
once. Two years ago on a cool November afternoon the Sunday before
Thanksgiving. Leaves falling from the trees, a hint of winter in
the air. A wonderful visit. Mother seemed to like Marlena,
responded to her emotionally with spirited gestures and facial
expressions. Even the doctors remarked on it.

After leaving Personnel, I called
my neighbors, Bob and Jackie Preston—woke them up actually—and
asked if they’d mind picking up my mail while I was out of town on
business. I’d made the request so many times, it was routine. They
were the only real family I had.

Lethridge accompanied me to the
rear gate off Georgetown Pike where a dark brown government-issue
Chevrolet Caprice was waiting. We arrived at Dulles forty-five
minutes later.

As I stood beneath the unique
suspended roof of the passenger terminal, I took a photograph from
my wallet. A neglected segment of history, one of those things I’d
always intended to throw away but never quite got around to. It was
an old photograph. Two years old, in fact, crumpled at the edges
and covered with scuff marks where it had rubbed against the
leather.

I took a hard long look at it and
fought back the emotions. A glamour shot of a blonde-haired beauty
with emerald eyes and cherry lips, dressed seductively in a velour
dress with a plunging neckline. Marlena Cory, just as I would
remember her. Two months after it was taken we said good-bye for
the last time.

I swiped at watery eyes with a
shirt sleeve and walked onto the tarmac.

~

Calling it a plane gave it too
much credit. It was actually a flying coffin, a rickety DC-10 that
should have been retired from service years ago. Owned by a
regional airline that also happened to be an Agency subsidiary, it
was fourteen minutes behind schedule when it landed at Oceanview
Regional Airport at 11:02 a.m.

After collecting my luggage from
the baggage claim area and alerting Customs control that I was a
government official legally in possession of a firearm, I wove my
way through the crowded, palm-tree lined atrium of the passenger
terminal to the long-term parking lot outside. It was here,
according to General Garoway’s coded card system, that my car was
supposed to be waiting.

Outside, the sun was burning a
hole in the sky. North Carolina’s coastal regions were notorious
for their near tropical heat and humidity, barely offset by the
gentle, soothing breezes coming off the Atlantic Ocean.

I inspected the parking lot and
the boarding area in front of the passenger terminal for signs of
surveillance. Nothing out of the ordinary, just the typical tourist
crowd one would expect to find this time of year. Most of the men
were dressed in multi-colored shirts, shorts, and dark loafers, the
women in bright sun dresses and terry knits.

The car General Garoway and the
folks in Logistics had waiting for me was a dark-red Chevrolet
Lumina with a modified 3.4 liter fuel-injected engine and an add-on
turbo charger. I was delighted to discover it also featured one of
the Agency’s newest toys: a high-level Motorola secure cell phone.
The use frequency was known only to the National Security Agency
and the microchip that made it possible had been manufactured in
the NSA’s own sprawling, ninety-one-million dollar chip factory at
Fort Meade, Maryland.

I turned out of
the airport parking lot and headed up Harbor Street. The soulful
delivery of Luther Vandross on the car radio was smothered beneath
the whir of a Bell Jet Ranger helicopter passing overhead at an
altitude so low I thought I might be able to reach up and grab it
from thesky. The words Waterton County
Sheriff’s Department, Traffic Division were scribed across its yellow tail boom in black block
letters. It hovered overhead for a few moments before turning and
becoming lost in the fiery sun.

“Barney Fife,” I mused, branching
off at the next exit and merging onto Route 46, the scenic highway
lined with live oaks that led to the Oceanview city
limits.

Five minutes later, as the exit
for the ancient coastal Village of Gold Port and its famous
Waterfowl Museum appeared on the horizon, the alarming image of a
cream-colored Cadillac Fleetwood magnified like a blue streak in my
rear view mirror. Sensing trouble, I removed one hand from the
wheel and reached for the cell phone mounted in the console. I got
not further. I’d just taken hold of the handset when the Cadillac
slammed into the Chevy from behind and knocked my other hand free
of the wheel. The impact buckled the Lumina and hurtled it toward
the granite column support of the approaching overpass.

The blow also bounced the handset
out of my hand and down to the floorboard, out of reach. My left
hand grappled for the steering wheel as the Lumina continued to
veer off the highway as if it were being piloted by a
drunk.

No time to ponder the situation.
Just as the car skipped onto the craggy shoulder of the road, I
instinctively grabbed the steering wheel, whipped it back to the
left, then braked quickly, hoping all the while I hadn’t reacted
too late.

The concrete pillar zipped past
the passenger window as the overpass cast ominous shadows above my
head. I sighed with relief and slid the Lumina back onto the glossy
pavement of the highway, off the shoulder, narrowly avoiding two
Harley-Davidsons trying to pass in the right lane.

I checked the rear view mirror.
The Cadillac was eight car lengths behind, maintaining a steady
speed. I could see what looked like two men in the front seat, both
young and with dark hair. The driver had a mustache.

The opposition was onto me, not
that it came as a surprise. They knew someone would be coming to
take Marlena’s place, but I didn’t understand how they knew so
quickly it would be me. My flight was booked under my cover name,
so I knew they hadn’t hacked the information from the airline’s
reservation computers. It was early in the game, but I was already
wondering about a mole.

I resolved to give my suspicions
free rein later. Right now I had another concern: the Cadillac was
coming for me again.

I stretched out my arm in an
attempt to snare the handset lying on the floorboard. I couldn’t
reach it, gave the matter up entirely when I saw the Cadillac
springing up like a beanstalk in my rear-view mirror and traveling
at breakneck speed. I pressed the accelerator to the floor, and
although the Lumina’s speedometer didn’t register above eighty-five
miles per hour, it was now stretched beyond its limit.

That was when I noticed the gas
needle resting on empty. Some idiot courier had neglected to check
it, the primary reason I preferred working solo. That way, if you
ended up at the bottom of the ocean in chains, you had no one to
blame but yourself.

I stiffened and braced myself for
the impending impact. When it came, twenty seconds later, it wasn’t
what I expected. The Cadillac didn’t rear end the Lumina. It sailed
along the left side of the car, boring into the driver’s
door.

Road space quickly diminished.
The Lumina foundered and lurched as the Cadillac forced it onto the
shoulder. This time they were so close I could see the intensity
written in the reddish-brown eyes of the man in the passenger seat.
Just a boy, really. Couldn’t have been more than
nineteen.

I met their second attack with a
counterattack of my own. As the passenger door of the Cadillac
nudged into my door, I steered sharply left, resisting the assault
with an unexpected counterblow.

Unexpected for the men in the
heavier Cadillac anyway, who seemed genuinely stunned by the
maneuver. The Cadillac slowed for a moment, its right front fender
shredded, giving me the opportunity I needed to make my
move.

I floored the gas pedal and raced
three full car lengths ahead of my pursuers before they could pick
up speed again. Gradually, I started drifting back to the solid
asphalt of the highway.

But I never made it back to the
road.

A green BMW 325i materialized in
the right lane, moving at a tortoise’s pace, blocking my re-entry
to the highway. I rolled the steering wheel to the right and
continued along the shoulder.

“Dammit!” I swore, the words
boomeranging off the windows with every vibration of the Lumina’s
suspension.

I smelled the burning of rubber,
heard the screeching of brakes. In the rear-view mirror I realized
it was the Cadillac, still in the right lane. It narrowly avoided
rear-ending the BMW and started into a sideways skid down the
middle of the highway. The ocean highway arched and swung left
before straightening out again, and the Cadillac disappeared in the
bend.

The green BMW was still on my
left—in the right lane—making it impossible for me to get back on
the highway. And while this was a problem of some significance, it
was nothing compared to my present predicament. On the shoulder of
the road directly in front of me, a candy-apple red Mazda RX-7 sat
perched on a hydraulic jack, the driver working diligently to
change a flat right front tire.

The BMW was to my left, the RX-7
in front, an ever steepening embankment on the right. I was blocked
on all sides.

I pounded the car horn and
probably saved the Mazda driver’s life. He cast the lug wrench
aside, vaulted off his knees, scaled the embankment with the skill
of Spiderman, and fled to the safety of the live oak
woods.

The only problem was he left his
car behind. I was destined to become a human taillight on a
candy-apple red RX-7.

Hastily pumping the brakes, I
yanked the steering wheel to the left, hoping like hell I’d moved
quickly enough to navigate a small gap between the Lumina and the
BMW.

If I’d reacted a split second
sooner I would have made it. As it was, I was already too far into
the maneuver to reverse my tracks when I realized it wasn’t going
to work. I prepared myself mentally and physically for the probable
crash.

It was a numbing impact,
accompanied by the grinding and cleaving of metal as the BMW’s
right front fender chewed into the left rear fender of the
Lumina.

The laws of physics should have
been working in my favor. The Lumina was moving faster, had the
momentum, and its forward thrust should have been adequate to
propel it into the right lane ahead of the BMW. No such luck. But I
did miss the RX-7, which became a ninety-mile-an-hour blur in my
passenger window.

The red sheet metal of the Lumina
merged with the green of the BMW like some hideously deformed
Christmas decoration. Nothing I tried, no amount of light brake
pressure or spinning of the steering wheel, could detach the two
cars. Worse still, my efforts set the cars on a trajectory that I
realized was going to carry both across the median and into the
path of on-rushing traffic.

Less than twenty yards from the
median, I snatched the steering wheel back to the right and pounded
the brakes. Metal ripped from both cars and hammered into the
burning asphalt as the squeals and wails of cars attempting to
avoid the debris behind us echoed in the morning air. I fought the
steering wheel, left, right, then back again in the direction of
the skid, regaining some control. The aroma of burning brake pads
filled the interior.

With the median coming on fast,
the Lumina responded to its overworked disc brakes. Then the median
was upon me and the Lumina finally slid to a stop on the grass. I
took a deep breath and looked around quickly to make sure I was
completely off the road.

I watched as the BMW plowed
through the median and flipped end over end into the opposite lane
of traffic. It was a miracle that all of the advancing traffic
managed to avoid slamming into it as it came to rest on its
caved-in roof. The back window had shattered and portions of the
rear quarter-panel and trunk had been sheared completely off.
Several motorists pulled their vehicles off the side of the road
and rushed to the driver’s aid, but from the extent of the damage,
the way the roof had collapsed under the vehicle’s weight, I
couldn’t help but wonder if the miracle was over.

A wave of
nausea swept over me. Sometimes innocent
people must die . . . .

I reached for the cell phone,
then thought better of it. It wasn’t safe here anymore. The mission
gods still hadn’t finished having their fun. Silhouetted against
the blazing sun, the outline of the dogged cream-colored Cadillac
again came into view.

The fact that I hadn’t shut off
the Lumina’s engine while I sat in the grassy median may have saved
my life. The speedometer creased the eighty-five mark again in
seconds, but the Cadillac kept gaining ground until it was right
behind me.

Rear-ended again at eighty-five
miles per hour, the impact was incredible. I held firm and was
actually able to increase the separation between the two cars
because the weight of the Cadillac catapulted the Lumina several
car lengths ahead.

Both lanes were clogged with
traffic, a blue Plymouth Reliant in the right lane directly ahead
of me, a gold Fiat Spyder in the left.

The Reliant and I played bumper
tag for a couple of hundred yards before I let loose with my horn.
I saw the driver’s lips form in rapid rebuttal, something about my
mother no doubt. An instant later, he could’ve offered up whatever
ancestral slurs he wanted and gotten away clean. He picked up speed
and neatly accelerated past the Fiat in the neighboring lane,
supplying me with a much-needed escape route.

I abruptly changed lanes,
slithering ahead of the Fiat in the left lane. I shoved my foot
down on the accelerator until it could go no farther.

Mired in traffic behind me the
Fiat, the Cadillac changed lanes, but was unable to pass the
Reliant. In a matter of seconds the road was clear and there were
no vehicles in my rear-view mirror. A road sign informed me that
the Oceanview city limits were two miles away, and the Waterton
County Tourist Information Center beckoned like a warm fire on a
cold night. I hit the exit ramp, noting the absence of the
cream-colored Cadillac in my rear view mirror.

Near a long row of picnic tables
that extended into the woodlands beyond the glass and brick
structure, the Lumina’s engine gasped its last breath. The gas tank
was empty. The car coasted under its own power until it reached a
small incline steep enough to halt its progress. I turned the
steering wheel and guided it to a stop on the side of the access
road, out of the way of other cars entering the parking
lot.

I located a phone booth with a
directory still intact and riffled through the yellow pages until I
located a nearby AAA-affiliated garage. They told me they’d be
there in fifteen minutes.

It took
forty-five, but it was okay because it wasn’t every day you got to
see Santa Claus driving a tow truck. The name tag on his red
uniform shirt even read Nick.

“Damn, buddy, I didn’t know there
was a demolition derby ‘round here,” he said, eyeing the battle
scars on the Lumina’s left front fender. “You sure you just need
gas? Looks like you might need a good body man. Want me to hook ‘er
up? I got a shop behind the house, won’t cost half as
much.”

“No thanks,” I replied, taking in
a deep breath of ocean air. “She’s not pretty, but she gets the job
done.”

“Yeah, kinda like my old lady.”
He giggled like a small child, spilling onto the ground some of the
gasoline he was pouring into the tank through a long, black funnel.
When he finished, he wiped his hands with a shop rag, took my AAA
card and jotted down the number.

“Which way you
goin’, Mr. Brunelle?” he asked, butchering my cover name so it
rhymed with tunnel.

Logistics always gave me a name
with a French twist, as if paying homage to my French-Belgian
ancestry somehow gave me a psychological advantage and improved my
performance in the field.

“Headed to the beach,” I
said.

“Be careful. There’s a pretty bad
wreck on the highway at the Oceanview exit. See ‘em all the time
‘round here. Crazy Yankee tourists. The worst part’s haulin’ in a
car that’s full of blood. One time there was this family of six
crammed into a Volkswagen Dasher. Got smacked head on by a
tractor-trailer—”

“How far from here?” I
interrupted. “The accident, I mean.”

“Oh, a couple of miles the way
the crow flies. Right at the exit. You’ll see it.” He handed me a
pen. “Put your John Henry right there, Mr.—um—what’d you say your
name was?”

“Brunelle. Did you happen to see
what kind of vehicles were involved in the accident?” I signed the
form.

“Damn, what’re you, a cop or
somethin’? As a matter of fact I did. A right new Cadillac. All by
itself, too. A damn shame.”

“You’ve been a big help, Nick,” I
said, handing him the pen and sliding back in the driver’s seat. I
hit the ignition key and the sweet rumble of the engine filled the
early afternoon sky.

Continuing the
drive toward Oceanview in the battered Lumina, I used the cell
phone to dial Operations Center, the gray-carpeted, space-age
chamber inside the Office of Current Production and Analytic
Support. All the running missions are charted there on a huge
scoreboard-like register that lists the code name for each mission,
the names of the agent and their operations officer, and the
current status of all concerned. As an agent in the field, I’d
never experienced the most distressing of messages:
agent terminated, mission aborted.
Just the thought of Marlena’s name up there was
enough to send a chill up my spine.

“I’ve had a minor traffic
accident,” I said into the handset. “I need another car and someone
to arrange bail. Over.” The local authorities were certain to be
looking for the Lumina by now.

“Condition? Over.”

“Fully operational.
Over.”

“Location? Over.”

“Oceanview, North Carolina. You
should be able to find me at the Waterton County Sheriff’s
Department. Over.”

A blue light flashed behind me,
accompanied by the howl of a police siren. The noise grew more
deafening as it got closer.

“Anything new about Marl...Miss
Cory?” I asked.

“Her status hasn’t changed. Still
MIA. Presumed deceased.”

Why were they so predictably
negative? Sometimes we actually came out alive, difficult as it was
to believe.

“We’ll make contact at the
sheriff’s office, Jourbet. Good luck. Over and out.” He ended the
transmission before I could ask who they’d be sending.

There were more
flashing lights ahead as the accident came into view. A fire truck,
next to a pair of State Highway Patrol cars and a Waterton County
Sheriff’s Department Ford Taurus. There was also an ambulance, its
rear doors flung open, backed up to the crumpled detritus that was
the cream-colored Cadillac. Waterton County
Coroner was printed on the side
door.

A uniformed officer stood in the
right lane, directing the slow-moving traffic. Everyone ushered by
in the left lane, no cars permitted to exit. It appeared the
Cadillac had attempted to do just that, to exit, but missed the
ramp at such a high rate of speed that it smacked nose first into
the concrete pylon supporting the overpass. The end result was not
a pretty sight.

I tapped the Lumina’s brakes. A
patrol car pulled up behind me and flashed its
headlights.

I ignored the warning and
directed my attention to the activity beside the road. Lying next
to the highway on the driver’s side of the mangled Cadillac was
what had once been a man, the head nearly severed from the rest of
the body, a uniformed officer struggling to cover the torso with a
white sheet. Two paramedics stood by to load the body onto a
gurney. At least four firemen were attempting to slice through the
roof of the Cadillac with the Jaws of Life. I could see that the
teenager in the passenger seat was still trapped inside.

The police car behind me flashed
its headlights again, and an officer motioned me to pull to the
side.

Less than three hours into the
mission, nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, Marlena was still missing
and an innocent, the driver of the BMW, had already been killed. I
buried my face in the steering wheel in disgust and awaited my
fate.

 



Chapter
5

 


“Didn’t you see me flash my
headlights?” the husky Waterton County sheriff’s deputy droned as
he bounced my head off the hood of my car and cuffed my hands
behind my back. “Don’t you know what that means, son?”

“I’m not your son.”

He pushed me down hard again and
this time my mouth slammed into the twisted metal. I bit my
lip.

“Witnesses identified your
vehicle as having been involved in a fatal traffic accident a short
while ago,” he said. “Would you know anything about it?”

The old man in the BMW. Of course
I knew about it, didn’t make me feel any better. “Why don’t you
take a Valium,” I said, rolling my tongue over my stinging
gums.

The deputy had
a knife scar on his left cheek and a tooth missing in front that
showed when he smiled. Except he wasn’t smiling. He shoved me into
the back seat, behind the steel cage that separated captives from
captors, then slid into the driver’s seat. The name on his shirt
read Deputy M. McCutcheon.


“I asked you a question, you
son-of-a-bitch,” he said, glowering at me in the rear-view mirror.
“I’m talking hit-and-run here, second degree murder. Those are
pretty serious charges.”

“I’ll explain everything when we
get to the station.”

“If it were up to me, mister, you
wouldn’t make it to the station. Not in one piece
anyway.”

~

2:13 p.m. I was still in one
piece and waiting for someone to bail me out of jail. Fifteen
minutes later my wish came true. For the third time in the past two
hours I heard the spongy clap of leather on the parquet floor, the
peculiar resonance of Sheriff Nelson T. Grunfeld’s boots marching
through the narrow hallway to check on the most recent addition to
his prison population. His two previous attempts at interrogation
had resulted in little information

The sheriff paused in front of my
cell, his robust frame nearly bursting out of cheap blue polyester.
His somber gaze rattled me, as if the stress of being in jail
wasn’t enough. “Got some good news, Mr. Brunelle. For all of us.
Looks like you’ll finally be getting out of here. Word just came
down from the Justice Department. Guess you’re the person you say
you are.” Justice was the standard cover story. “Not much help for
that old fellow in the BMW, though. He was just passing through on
his way to Wilmington to visit his brother in the
hospital.”

I didn’t want to think about it.
“When do I get out?” I asked, bowing my head out of respect for the
old man.

“You’re free to go. Bail’s
already been arranged. Man’s waiting for you outside.”

I figured it was Dunlevy, my
savior, ahead of schedule. Things were looking up.

“What about the man who survived
the accident?” I asked as the sheriff unlocked my cell. “It’s
urgent that I find him. He could be concealing information vital to
the national security of the United States.”

“Not anymore. DOA at the
hospital. Looks like he decided to keep that information to
himself.”

“Have you ID’d the
victims?”

“Local boys. The DOA was just
nineteen, family lives over on Gwenn Alarch Island. Don’t
understand why a boy whose family’s got that kind of money would go
and do something so stupid. That is, if things happened like you
say they did.”

I ignored the dig and asked about
the other victim, the one without his head.

“Gave all that information to
your sidekick outside.” He stopped in the middle of the hallway,
just short of the metal door leading out of the cell block. “I’m
sure he’ll be glad to fill you in.”

He pushed open another set of
doors, nodded to the jailer seated at a desk outside, and led me
down another lengthy corridor with cinder block walls. In the outer
office, he yanked open a file cabinet, produced a piece of paper,
and handed the form to me. “Sign this release and you’re free to
go. Can’t say as I’ll miss you.”

“I doubt Deputy McCutcheon will,
either. Give him a message for me, Sheriff.” I signed the release
form and licked the sore that had begun to develop on the inside of
my upper lip. “Tell him it won’t be so easy the next time our paths
cross. I won’t have cuffs on and I fully intend to fight
back.”

“I’m sure you’re a tough guy and
all that, Mr. Brunelle, but you might want to watch your step
around my deputy. He’s got a background in intelligence work,
something with the Army during Desert Storm. He’s also the best
officer I’ve got. And on top of that he knew the Sedgewick boy’s
family real good. He’s taking the kid’s death kind of personal. Oh
yeah, and he don’t like Yankee tourists worth a damn,
neither.”

I bounded through the front doors
and down the steps of the courthouse.

And then I froze.

The man who had come to offer me
that freedom, bailed me out of jail and smoothed over my
predicament with the local authorities, was leaning against the
hood of a green Ford Explorer parked in the circle drive in front
of the courthouse.

It wasn’t Dunlevy. Not by a long
shot.

Still the same bastard he’d been
in Berlin three years ago, with those wide green eyes that matched
the color of his utility vehicle and seemed to be staring a hole
through some imaginary portal. I could recall with clarity the look
of dejection in those eyes the last time we were together, as I sat
across from him at that ring-shaped, oak conference table in the
rear of the Yorck-Schlˆsschen with my eyes throbbing and puffed, my
mouth bloodied and raw from the whipping I endured at the hands of
those Neo-Nazi thugs.

All because of his ineptitude as
an operations officer.

Now he possessed the outrageous
nerve to come here, to face me, perhaps allow it to happen again.
Or something worse, something more permanent. He could go to
hell.

“What the fuck are you doing
here, Prentice?” I asked.

He smiled. “I’m your new
operations officer. Until Dunlevy gets here anyway. It’s good to be
working with you again, Jourbet.”

I ignored him, too furious to
comment.

“No hard feelings I hope,” he
said. In his right hand he held a bottle of Perrier, which he
sipped gently. “Like some? God, it’s hot out here.”

Again, I didn’t answer, could
almost taste the heat on my still burning lips

“Come on, Jourbet. Forgive and
forget. Be a man.”

“I was almost a corpse, thanks to
you.”

The color drained from his
cheeks. “I was hoping for better.”

Two quick deep breaths, chest
muscles pulsing as if I were a contestant in the Mr. Universe
competition. “You’re lucky I don’t wring your neck. I asked you
what you were doing here.”

“Getting your ass out of jail.
What does it look like?”

“Where’s Dunlevy?”

“Unavoidably delayed, tidying up
some loose ends in the Philippines. For the next forty-eight hours
or so, it looks like you’re stuck with me.”

I stared down at him. He hadn’t
experienced a growth spurt in the last three years, not a
centimeter over five-six, the same tangled, unwashed blond hair
covering his head like an English sheepdog, framing his boy scout
profile against the intensifying sunlight.

“I don’t have to put up with
this,” I snapped. “I can veto you. It’s my right.”

Refusing an operations officer is
one the few perks of this job. An undercover agent maintains
virtual autonomy during a mission, using his operations officer’s
knowledge and wisdom to make all necessary decisions. The agent is
the one who takes the risks, dodges the bullets. Thus the
freedom.

The operations officer is there
to provide supervision and guidance. It’s his job to ready the
venue, plan the operation with an objective view, set up the
agent’s cover story and make certain there are no holes in the
scheme that can be blown apart by the opposition.

Since his blunder, I didn’t trust
Prentice to do any of these things for me. He did not deserve
another opportunity as far as I was concerned.

We intend to
reassign Prentice once he gets back.
General Garoway. The deceitful bastard.

“There was really no other
choice,” Prentice continued. “Bishop’s in Azerbaijan monitoring a
beryllium shipment, and Carr’s too fragged to be of any use. She
started having nightmares after returning from Kosovo. She was
there when they opened one of those mass graves, an ugly sight as
you can imagine. They’ve sent her over to the Alston Clinic for
treatment. So you see, Jourbet, until Dunlevy finishes in Manila,
I’m really the only one left.”

“You screwed up once, Prentice.
You’ll screw up again.”

“I served my
sentence.”

“You got off with a slap on the
wrist. For a mistake that a trainee wouldn’t have made.”

He stared out across the square
at a pair of bikini-clad beauties entering the Oceanview Surf Shop.
“At least I’m man enough to admit I was wrong,” he said.

“You weren’t man enough three
years ago. Remember? You blamed it on OTS, a fucking typographical
error. But everyone knew the truth. It was shoddy preparation and
research on your part. My God, man, don’t you get it? The dead man
whose identity you had me assume was born in a Jewish hospital
after the war. It took that neo-Nazi group all of twenty-four hours
to find out. They beat the living hell out of me. I was damned
lucky—”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not good enough.”

“Jourbet . . .” He was almost
pleading, still looking away across the square. Two bleached
blondes were leaving the surf shop carting a new surfboard. “My
reputation took a direct hit after the Berlin debacle. Word gets
around, you know? For a while, it was a major enterprise finding
anyone who wanted to work with me. I was placed on administrative
probation and buried away as a desk man, out of the fire.” His eyes
slowly returned to mine. “I’m only recently back in the game. God,
how I’ve missed it. That’s why it’s so important you accept me as
your operations officer, even if it’s just temporary. It would also
mean a great deal to me if you could forgive me for
Berlin.”

He was lucky to have a job at
all, and he knew it.

“Think of Marlena,” he whispered.
“She needs us, both of us, at our best.”

I damned him for bringing her
into the argument. He was right, of course, which made me curse him
even more. Yes, Marlena would need us all, me, the Agency and all
its vast resources, maybe even Prentice, although somehow I doubted
he would be much of a factor.

“Besides, Jourbet, I have an
interview set up for you in an hour. General Garoway wouldn’t be
very pleased if you missed it.”

“Screw General Garoway.” The
thought of how he’d manipulated me still rankled.

“It’s with a Mrs.—” He produced a
notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. “A Mrs. Roberta
Sedgewick. She’s very anxious to talk to you. Her son Andy was one
of the men killed in the Cadillac, the one who died en route to the
hospital. I say ‘men’, but he was really just a boy. Nineteen years
old.”

“The boy from Gwenn Alarch
Island?”

“Yes. We had both victims indexed
by Information Technology, and our young Mr. Sedgewick came up
clean. Nineteen years isn’t long enough to accumulate much of a
terrorist rap sheet, I guess.”

“What about the driver?” I asked.
“Was he clean, too?”

“Not exactly. Name was Jeremy
Bonner, age thirty-three, as nondescript a human being as you’ll
ever come across. He lived alone here in Oceanview in a one-bedroom
condo on Pelican Lane. Only a couple of his neighbors could even
place him. And nobody remembers seeing him together with anyone
matching Andy Sedgewick’s description. One lady said she’d never
seen anyone at all visit him. Not even once.”

“Not just nondescript. A
ghost.”

He nodded. “Since he’s been in
Oceanview, yes, that’s an accurate description of Mr. Bonner.
Before relocating, he lived in San Francisco for nine years. But he
wasn’t quite so anonymous out there. The SFPD know him quite well,
although most of it is petty stuff, breaking and entering,
vandalism, drug possession, that sort of thing.”

“Maybe he and Andy Sedgewick were
soul mates. Tell me, Prentice, what could Mrs. Sedgewick possibly
have to say to me anyway? Especially so soon after her son’s death.
She must know who I am?”

“She assured me she harbors no
grudge. In fact, she’s asked us to find out who the monsters were
that coerced her son into trying to kill you. Seems she’s known for
quite some time that her son was messed up in something. Now it’s
too late. She wants your help, Jourbet. That’s all. Someone to talk
to. Someone to bare her soul to.”

“Tell her to call Billy Graham.
Anyway, she might just be telling you all those things to set me
up. She’s probably daffy.”

“She might also lead us to our
missing comrade.”

Marlena.
Damn him.

“We have a motorboat standing by
at Oceanview Marina,” he went on. “We rented a berth there. Or you
can take the passenger ferry. It leaves for the island every hour
on the hour. Your choice, Jourbet.”

“The ferry. It’ll give me time to
think.”
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Triangle-shaped, Gwenn Alarch
Island was named for a Welsh pirate—herself named for a character
in Welsh folklore—who had used the tiny barrier island to secrete
her vessel and hide her stolen booty before her capture by the
British Royal Navy in 1716. Located three nautical miles west of
the Oceanview waterfront, Gwenn Alarch Island is a place where
streets aren’t referred to as roads or avenues, but rather “wynds,”
the Scottish term for a narrow thoroughfare. A place where, with
the exception of a few service and emergency vehicles, gasoline
powered vehicles are forbidden, where visitors and residents alike
travel by golf cart, bicycle, or on foot. The only way to get to
the island from the mainland is either by private boat or the
passenger ferry, which departs hourly from the landing at River’s
Edge, an exclusive waterfront residential development on the
outskirts of Oceanview on Marsh Creek Road.

I was standing
on the upper deck of that passenger ferry now, a forty-seven-foot
vessel named the King Neptune,
soaking up the bright afternoon sunshine and
marveling at the briskness of the ocean breezes as they whisked
past my face. The sun was barely visible behind the outline of the
splendid Victorian mansions that dominated the Oceanview waterfront
along Alewife Street. But the sun’s rays weren’t likewise tempered,
as the sweat dripping off my forehead attested.

Across the waterway, the vivid
beam of Darling Guinevere kept vigil over the island, even in the
sunlight. The octagonal, six-stories-high structure of masonry and
brick was one of the state’s oldest lighthouses, constructed in the
early 1800’s and officially decommissioned in 1954.

Marlena loved lighthouses. For
the two of us to secretly climb to the top and then make love in
the cramped spaces overlooking the ocean had always been one of her
fantasies. Of course, we’d never quite gotten around to that,
either.

The
King Neptune was at full
capacity. A dozen or more prospective passengers endeavoring to
board back at River’s Edge had, in fact, been turned away because
the ferry was in danger of overcrowding and violating state
regulations. Attentive to the fact that I might already have been
burned by the opposition, I kept close watch on the other
passengers for signs of unusual activity. It was a large ferry, and
a beautiful day, which meant the passengers were scattered bow to
stern.

The trip also gave me time to
reflect on the day’s events, most notably the attempt on my life by
Jeremy Bonner and Andy Sedgewick. Their attack was strictly an
amateur outing, a blundered attempt on a crowded highway, which had
been doomed from the start. It was even possible these men weren’t
trying to kill me at all, but to send some kind of warning instead,
and things had simply gotten out of hand. Either way, I had to
wonder just how competent the opposition was to send a pair of
clumsy locals, one just a teenager for Christ’s sake, to do a
professional’s job. It didn’t make any sense.

Ten minutes
later, at precisely 3:15 p.m., the King
Neptune docked at the ferry landing next
to the Island Emporium, a concrete, mall-like structure where
residents and visitors could purchase groceries and other items of
necessity. Next door was Gwenn Alarch Realty, the Harbor Master’s
office, the quaint three-room Gwenn Alarch Library, and Orabelle’s
Hideaway, a ten-room bed and breakfast that served as the island’s
only accommodations for visitors.

Mindful of all the history and
tradition staring me in the face, I drifted to the rear of the line
as careful passengers tiptoed across the gangplank and onto the
dock, sidestepping the large crowd already gathered for the return
trip. As a prevailing eastern wind whipped across my face, I
entered the brown brick structure that housed Gwenn Alarch
Realty.

While I waited for the young girl
behind the counter to enter my golf cart rental application into
her computer, I busied myself with a list of announcements stapled
to a large bulletin board on the wall above her desk. The
announcements were listed under the heading “News of the Island,”
and the events were varied but obviously designed to please the
island’s well-heeled residents.

A formal dance was scheduled a
week from Friday night at the bed and breakfast ballroom. There was
a member-guest golf tournament to be held the following weekend on
the island’s eighteen-hole championship course, designed by none
other than Jack Nicklaus himself, who was scheduled to make a guest
appearance at the banquet the night before tee-off.

One other item caught my eye, but
only because it seemed so out of place. A laser-printed
announcement in the form of a greeting card with the photo of a
lovely country church on the outside. Inside it read:

Seventh Annual
Festival of the Nazarene

Gwenn Alarch Chapel By The
Sea

Come Join the Communion and
Christian Sacrament

Sunrise Service, Sunday, August
1, 6 a.m.

Fellowship Breakfast Served at 5
a.m.

Sunday, August 1. Three days from
today. The Festival was only seven years old, too young to have
played a part in my youth. Nor did it ring any of my recent memory
bells. Such events weren’t my cup of proverbial tea anyway,
although maybe I should’ve made more time in my life to include
spiritual activities.

“Sign here, Mr.
Brunelle. Have you come for The Festival?” The girl behind the
rental counter was smiling as she extended a pen in my direction.
She was light-haired, wore too much cherry lipstick and dark
eyeliner, and couldn’t have been a day over eighteen. The
name Kathleen was
embroidered in gold on her navy blue Gwenn Alarch Realty
blouse.

“No, I’m not here for the
Festival,” I said, taking the pen and signing my name, something
I’d become quite proficient at this day. “I’d rather play golf with
Jack Nicklaus.”

“Oh, that’s in two weeks. You’ll
have to come back then.”

“Actually, I’m here to visit an
old friend. Maybe you know her. Roberta Sedgewick? She’s been a
little under the weather lately. It’s been a while since I last saw
her. Maybe you could refresh my memory, Kathleen, and tell me where
she lives?”

“Call me Kat. Everybody does.”
She pointed into the distance. “Straight down North Gwenn Alarch
Wynd, last cottage on the left. About a mile from here, I guess.
Big place, overlooks North Beach. Old friend, huh?”

“Yes, Kat,” I said.

“Ms. Sedgewick has lots of old
friends. And some new ones, too. I just hope Max ain’t around when
you get there.”

“Max?”

“Her boyfriend. He’s the real
jealous type.”

“I’ll watch my step,” I said,
playing along in an attempt to stay out of the rumor
mill.

She nodded. “Yeah, well, I just
hope she’s all right. Ms. Sedgewick’s a very sweet lady. Probably
that crazy kid of hers that made her sick.”

“You know her son?” Obviously she
hadn’t heard the latest news.

“Andy? Yeah, I know him. Everyone
around here does. Especially Island Security.”

“Has Andy been a bad
boy?”

Kat glanced up from the computer
terminal. “A regular troll. He’s been caught twice breaking into
people’s houses. Never takes anything, though. Security nailed him
both times before the idiot could even get inside. Thinks he’s a
graffiti artist, too. A few months ago somebody spray painted
obscene messages on Darling Guinevere. Everybody’s sure Andy did
it, but there wasn’t any concrete proof.”

She continued processing the
application, and I glanced over her shoulder and saw my Department
of Motor Vehicles data on the screen. They were checking my driving
record.

“He’s also a coke-head,” Kat
said, handing me back my driver’s license.

“Excuse me?” I replaced the
license in my wallet, thought about Marlena’s picture again. God,
she was so beautiful.

“Andy Sedgewick. He’s a
coke-head. That’s his whole problem.”

“How do you know
that?”

“I’ve seen him
do it. Several times at parties on the mainland. One night he
snorted so much and got so screwed up that he thought he was
Flipper or something. Said he was gonna swim back to the island.
Dared anybody to come with him, but thank God nobody else was that
stupid. He almost drowned, had to be pulled from the water by two
guys who happened to be in the channel. Andy’s lucky night, I
guess. Says he doesn’t even remember it happening, but I do. I
know, I was there.” Her mouth opened wide. “Please don’t get the
wrong idea, Mr. Brunelle. I’m not like that. I’ve
never done
drugs—”

“I didn’t say you did. What else
do you know about Andy Sedgewick?”

She answered without a second
thought, apparently relieved that I considered her morality and
virtue still intact. “I know nothing about him, really, except what
I’ve already told you. I don’t want to know anything about him. I
don’t mean to bitch, Mr. Brunelle. It’s just that Andy’s always in
here hitting on me and talking trash. I don’t like him.”

She handed me a copy of the
rental agreement. “I know you’re not here for the Festival, Mr.
Brunelle, but if you can find the time you should at least try to
check out the chapel before you leave. It’ll blow your mind. Over
two-hundred years old. If you want to see it, you better do it
today, though. This time tomorrow you won’t be able to get anywhere
near the place because of the crowd.” She reached behind the
counter. “Here’s a brochure. Tells you everything you ever wanted
to know about the Festival.”

“Thanks,” I said, suddenly
intrigued by the Festival and the sheer number of potential
victims. “Say the Festival draws a big crowd?”

“Oh my, yes. Last year we had
over four thousand people. You’d have thought this place was Times
Square on New Year’s Eve or something. This year they expect even
more.”

Numbers that might have invited
the attention of the Iraqi government as well. “With all those
people it must be pretty cramped quarters,” I said. “With just the
B&B over there to accommodate them.”

“Not really. Most of ‘em make do,
bring sleeping bags and crash inside the church. There’s also a
campground next to Darling Guinevere. That’s such a stupid name for
a lighthouse. I like ‘Old Baldy’ myself, over on Bald Head Island.
Anyway, a lot of folks pitch their tents right there at the
lighthouse campground. Some others don’t come over until the
morning of the Festival so they don’t need a place to stay. The
ferry runs ‘round-the-clock starting Saturday morning, runs ‘em in
and out of here like shift workers at the Nuclear Plant. The locals
hate it. They say the crowds violate the true Gwenn Alarch
spirit.”

“Which is?”

“Peace and quiet, of course.
Isolation. Not that it really matters. The ones who don’t like the
Festival usually don’t hang around anyway. They pack up for the
weekend, rent their places out, make a quick buck. Like they really
need it. Just about everybody here’s got M.D. after his name. But
at least we stay busy, which is nice. And there’s lots of cute guys
roaming around. Like you, Mr. Brunelle.”

I felt my face flush as she
pulled open the cash drawer near her waist and tapped the rental
agreement in my hand. “That’ll be twenty-five bucks, Mr. Brunelle.
And don’t forget that you must return the cart before midnight. If
you don’t there’s an additional twenty dollar service charge. Aw,
never mind that.” She scribbled something on a notepad and handed
me the slip of paper. “This is my phone number. I live in those
townhouses over there, just behind the bed and breakfast. If you
come in late call me. You can stop by and take care of the late fee
personally.”

~

Roberta Sedgewick’s cottage was
more like three miles but who was counting. The golf cart ride down
North Gwenn Alarch Wynd, a narrow paved road framed with oaks and
palm trees, took twenty minutes. The posted speed limit was sixteen
miles per hour and I saw no one violating the law.

The cottage sat high on a bluff
overlooking the sandy white North Beach and featured porches and
rockers on two levels and a huge deck at the rear. I parked the
golf cart in front of the cottage and slowly scaled the steps to
the first floor porch, then rapped on the door and waited patiently
for Roberta Sedgewick to answer.

 



Chapter
7

 


Roberta Sedgewick adjusted the
straps of her forest-green big shirt and took a casual sip of the
freshly-mixed Bloody Mary in her left hand. “Care for anything, Mr.
Brunelle? I’d be happy to fix you a drink.”

“I’m fine thank you,” I said,
sliding down into the wicker chair she had generously offered me
upon my arrival. She was alone. No Max.

She leaned her elbows forward
against the mahogany bar and shook the glass until the ice cubes
clinked together. Forlorn eyes that must once have shone like
sapphires gazed through the bay window at the tide.

“Thank you again for coming,” she
said softly. There was a pause while she watched the ocean. “You
know, I can still see Andy out there as a little boy, throwing
himself into the waves, scaring me half to death. But he was an
excellent swimmer. I never had to worry.” Tears welled in her eyes.
She looked away, trying to hide them from me. I didn’t move or
speak, had no right to infringe upon her grief. “I’m sorry, Mr.
Brunelle. I didn’t mean . . .” She braced herself against the
mahogany for support, then settled into one of the bar
stools.

“Please accept my condolences for
your son’s death,” I said at last. Couldn’t bear to see her suffer
in silence any longer. “I want you to know that I had no idea . .
.”

“I don’t blame you for Andy’s
death, if that’s what you’re thinking. I didn’t ask you to come
here so I could crucify you with guilt. Andy’s gone. There’s
nothing anyone can do about that anymore.”

I didn’t answer.

“Not that I did much when he was
alive. As I’m sure Mr. Prentice told you, I’m aware that I failed
my son. And that my failures contributed directly to his death.”
She took a substantial hit of the Bloody Mary, and it seemed to
relax her. “My burden, my failure.”

“Perhaps he failed you, Mrs.
Sedgewick.” I was trying to tread lightly. I didn’t feel
comfortable being here to begin with.

Someone to save
her soul.

“I loved my son, Mr. Brunelle.
Please don’t doubt that for a second. But I know what he was. A
monster.”

I almost bit my lip.

“He was a monster, but I want you
to find out who made him that way.”

I estimated her to be in her
early forties, maybe younger if you took into account the cards
that life seemed to have dealt her from the bottom of the
deck.

“Until Andy turned eighteen he
was a model child, a poster boy for adolescent perfection,” she
went on. “Honor roll every semester, polite, good manners, a real
heart of gold. Sure, he had his moments, his lurid teenage
enticements like anyone his age, but basically he was a great kid.”
She swallowed so hard the veins in her neck bulged. “Everything
changed when Andrew left us.”

She sat her glass down on the bar
so hard I thought the glass would shatter. “Andrew was your
husband?” I asked.

“He certainly was a charmer in
his day. A real devil.” She rested a cheek against an open hand and
gazed emptily at the ceiling, blinking with every revolution of the
overhead fan. Her reminiscence lasted less than five seconds. “A
real devil! And a first class bastard! Ran off with some Kewpie
doll whore who worked in the visitor’s center. Said she took him
places he’d never been before. Uh-huh. Straight to the health
department, I hope.”

She lost me after “visitors
center.” The Waterton County Nuclear Facility had a visitors
center, one of the area’s top tourist attractions. I asked about
it.

“The one at the plant, of course.
Andrew was one of their top engineers.”

I exuded a deep breath. Anthrax
outbreak or not, the fact that Andrew Sedgewick and Frederick
Holden may have worked together quickened my pulse. Given
Fairchild’s entry into the proceedings, any scenario was possible.
I asked her if she knew Holden, without explaining why.

“Freddie? Of course I knew him,”
she replied. “He was Andrew’s boss. A real SOB, at least according
to my ex-husband. I always found him rather engaging when I saw him
at one of the company picnics or the Christmas party. Freddie was
usually drunk so I guess I never got to see the side of him that
Andrew saw. What’s Freddie got to do with what happened to my baby
boy?”

“Nothing, ma’am.” I assumed she
hadn’t heard of the doctor’s untimely death or she would have
mentioned it. “Dr. Holden’s a very important man who’s working for
the government now, that’s all. We’re just double checking all the
angles.”

I was also trying to hide my
disappointment. If Frederick Holden and Andrew Sedgewick had been
enemies, it didn’t make sense that they would have been working
together on some evil plot, unless, of course, Fairchild had
managed to blackmail one or both of them. It was something he’d
already tried with Holden and failed. Had he tried to get to Andrew
Sedgewick as well? Given his ability to manipulate his fellow human
beings, it certainly was a possibility. Then there was the
involvement of Sedgewick’s son. Where did he fit in?

“Where’s your ex-husband?” I
asked casually. “Still in Oceanview?”

“He requested a transfer to the
Raleigh office about a year ago and I haven’t laid eyes on the
son-of-a bitch since. Lucky, I guess.”

“Does he ever visit his
son?”

“Never. He did offer to take Andy
to Raleigh one weekend for an N.C. State football game, but he
planned to send a car to pick him up. Couldn’t even make the time
to do it himself. Andy didn’t want to go anyway.”

“Then Andy and his father weren’t
close?”

“Andy worshipped his father,
that’s the nauseating part of the whole affair. It didn’t take long
after the separation to realize that Andrew didn’t give a damn
about either of us. He was suffering through some mid-life crisis
and wouldn’t listen to reason, unless it had to do with his dick,
of course. I’d like to cut it off and stick it in his hard hat.”
Then came the laughter, mixed with tears. “Hey, if you’ve got
Lorena Bobbitt’s phone number . . .”

I ignored the jibe. “Has Andrew
been informed of his son’s death?” I asked. “I’ll be glad to have
my people contact—”

“Let him read about it in the
newspaper.”

I let the comment go. I had
decided early on that it was better not to antagonize her. Andrew
Sedgewick obviously had his faults, but it occurred to me that his
ex-wife and son still lived in luxury. Not that money absolved him
of the responsibilities of fatherhood. It was just something that
crossed my mind.

“Has a date for the funeral been
set?” I asked for lack of anything else to say. It occurred to me
that I ought to go to the funeral service.

“I’m having my son cremated
tomorrow.” She paused to gauge my reaction, but I had no intention
of expressing either approval or disapproval. It was none of my
business. “Maybe you think I should be at the funeral home with my
son right now, or outside on the beach, threatening to throw myself
into the ocean. I see that look in your eye, Mr.
Brunelle.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t
think—”

“I told you, Mr. Brunelle,
there’s nothing I can do for my son anymore. And besides, black’s
not my best color. Are you at all interested in why I wanted to
meet you today?”

“I’m more interested in why your
son and this Bonner fellow tried to run me down with their car this
afternoon. Had your son ever mentioned Jeremy Bonner
before?”

“Very direct, aren’t you, Mr.
Brunelle.”

“Only when my life’s at
stake.”

“I like that in a
man.”

This was going nowhere fast. She
was a bitter, lonely woman searching for redemption and pity.
Nothing else had changed. Andy Sedgewick was dead and Marlena was
still missing. Enough said.

“I’d love to sit here and
reminisce about your son, Mrs. Sedgewick. I’m sure he was once a
fine boy, but I really don’t have the time. A dear friend of mine
is missing and your son may have been involved with those
responsible for her disappearance. If you can’t help me I’m afraid
I must be going.”

I got up to leave.

“No,” she said calmly.

“Excuse me?”

“The answer’s no. Andy never
mentioned anyone named Jeremy Bonner. Was he involved in Andy’s
death?”

“We’re still looking into it,” I
replied, hoping Prentice would have some information available for
me once I returned to the mainland.

She knocked down the last of the
Bloody Mary with one final swig. Then she got up, walked behind the
bar and began to mix another. This time she didn’t offer me
anything. “Who are you anyway, Mr. Brunelle?” she asked. “Brunelle,
that’s French, isn’t it?”

“Are you aware that your son was
heavily involved in drugs?” I asked, tired of the game and the
drunken patter.

With a sweep of her right hand,
she brushed her shoulder-length black hair off the side of her
face. A shadow intersected her eyes. She really was an attractive
woman.

“That’s why I asked you here,”
she said quite calmly. “I want you to find out who was supplying my
son with cocaine. I want to know who turned my baby boy into a drug
addict and an attempted murderer.”

A seagull screeched outside and
she almost dropped the glass. The effect of the alcohol was
showing. She must have had several before I arrived.

“Did your son attend
school?”

“He was enrolled at Oceanview
Community College, but I don’t believe he attended class
regularly.”

I wanted to ask her why she
wasn’t sure, but I didn’t. I wasn’t a parent and didn’t understand
the pitfalls, and I had no right to question her abilities. “Did he
mention any names?” I asked. “People he socialized with? Anything
specific would be a great help.”

“No names, and I never met any of
his friends. He did all his socializing on the mainland. There
isn’t a lot for a young man to do on the island.”

Except for breaking and entering
and vandalism, I was thinking. “What about places he liked to go,
hangouts?” I asked.

She rolled her tongue around the
rim of the glass. “There was one place. The Devil’s Advocate. He
liked to meet his friends there on the weekend.”

“The Devil’s
Advocate?”

“I’m not sure what it is. I never
asked, just assumed it was one of those nightclubs over on the
mainland. Probably near the college. There’s a row of clubs on
Dutchman’s Lane near the Administrative Building that cater to the
college crowd.”

The Devil’s Advocate. I made a
mental note to pursue it further with Prentice once I got back to
Oceanview. We had a six o’clock appointment scheduled for
Blackbeard’s Bar and Grille, located at the corner of Alewife
Street and Yaupon Drive in Oceanview’s recently-renovated downtown
waterfront district.

Roberta Sedgewick couldn’t tell
me anything more, so at 4:03 p.m. I tendered my farewell. The ferry
back to the mainland didn’t leave for another forty-five minutes.
To pass the time I decided to heed Kat’s advice and pay a visit to
the Gwenn Alarch Chapel by the Sea. It was on Lighthouse Wynd,
huddled beneath Darling Guinevere, across from the post office and
the town hall, and overlooking Gwenn Alarch creek, which meandered
past the back nine holes of the golf course before emptying into
the inlet.

The church itself was
unexceptional in appearance, yet splendid in its simplicity. Small,
a single story, unpretentious, stained-glass windows, gray aluminum
siding. It might have been over two-hundred years old, but the
siding suggested it had enjoyed a recent face lift. The sanctuary
was joined to a fellowship building by a catwalk with hand rails
fashioned from wooden slats. And the fellowship building gave way
to a playground and recreation area with a basketball court,
volleyball and badminton nets. Towering above it all, a sanguine
but inspiring steeple reached toward the heavens.

A crowd had gathered on the front
lawn, and the front door of the church banged continuously with
people coming and going. The campground on the lot next door was
half full. Darling Guinevere unveiled the scene, her bright beacon
unmistakable even in the still blazing sunlight. I sat quietly in
the golf cart and read through the brochure before deciding not to
go inside.

It was almost time for my meeting
with Prentice on the mainland.

~

The waitress at Blackbeard’s Bar
and Grille was a young girl with golden hair and perfect teeth who
looked as if she were working her way through college. She asked if
she could get us anything. Prentice finished the last of his
Perrier and ordered another. I asked for a Pepsi in a bottle. They
seemed to taste better that way.

It was now 6:33, an hour and
forty-five minutes since the Gwenn Alarch Island ferry had
deposited me at the River’s Edge Landing. The meeting had been
scheduled for six, but the cab hadn’t even arrived at the landing
until ten minutes past, because of the tourist traffic.

There were only a few customers
on the bar side of Blackbeard’s. And while the bar was virtually
empty, the restaurant on the other side was crammed full of patrons
gathered to sample the extraordinary seafood, something Prentice
had already done. He told me he’d been here for over an hour,
enjoying Blackbeard’s world famous jalapenos stuffed with crab
meat.

“I Love Beach Music” by The
Embers blasted over the stereo system and two couples shagged away
on the dance floor. The two men were dressed in short-sleeved Izod
shirts, khaki shorts, and loafers, the women in brightly-colored
sun dresses with full skirts that spun and twirled when they
did.

Marlena and I had danced like
that once.

I watched the couples and tried
to hide the wave of sadness that swept over me. I told Prentice the
few details Roberta Sedgewick had provided me about her son and
ex-husband, especially noting the part about The Devil’s Advocate.
I left no detail out, no matter how insignificant, because when it
came time for Prentice to make the hard choices an operations
officer had to make, usually when the mission is hanging by a
thread, decisions that could affect whether I lived or died, I
wanted to make certain he did so with his brain fully loaded. I
still couldn’t quite bring myself to trust him, worried about a
repeat of the Berlin fiasco.

Where was Dunlevy
anyway?

Prentice said, “You’re the one
who used to vacation down here, Jourbet. Have you ever heard of a
place called ‘The Devil’s Advocate’?”

“I was very young then. My
parents didn’t let me go to bars.” Sarcasm was my way of masking
the gloom I felt.

The waitress returned with our
order and Prentice attacked his Perrier with desiccated energy. “It
might be one of those beer joints over by the community college,”
he said after the waitress left. “I can say with certainty it’s not
near the waterfront. I’ve been up and down Alewife Street and
Yaupon Drive several times since I’ve been here, and I don’t recall
seeing any place called that. ‘Devil’s Advocate’ is one name I’d
have remembered.”

“It may not be a bar at all. Mrs.
Sedgewick really didn’t know. There seemed to be a lot of things
about her son’s lifestyle she didn’t know. Or didn’t want to
know.”

“Maybe her ex-husband knows. The
FBI’s dispatching a team to Raleigh to interview him. It’s
conceivable someone was using the son to extract information from
the father. As a nuclear engineer with a high security clearance,
he’d certainly make an inviting blackmail target. And just in case
Mr. Sedgewick is involved more directly, we want to make sure he
hasn’t paid any recent visits to New York City, where he just might
have met with Husayni, and that he isn’t planning to do so in the
near future.”

“Roberta Sedgewick also has a
boyfriend,” I said. “His name is Max. . . .”

“McCutcheon.”

“What?”

“Mrs. Sedgewick’s boyfriend.
Deputy James Maxwell McCutcheon of the Waterton County Sheriff’s
Department. One and the same.”

Deputy M.
McCutcheon. The name tag I’d seen when my
head was being slammed off the car hood. M as in Max. “Bastard,” I
muttered.

“If it makes you feel any better,
Jourbet, the feeling is mutual. Just before I bailed you out of
jail, Sheriff Grunfeld told me that he decided to assign good old
Max extra flight time in the traffic helicopter to help keep the
two of you apart. He’s very concerned you may run into one another
some place and create a ruckus. I get the impression the local
constabulary think the accident was your fault.”

“Bless their little hearts. So
Max is a pilot, too, huh?”

“I know what you’re thinking. I
see you’ve done your homework.”

I held my tongue. Homework was
something he knew nothing about, something he’d failed to do in
Berlin. “I’m thinking about the outbreaks of animal anthrax,” I
said. “If those outbreaks were deliberate, some kind of sinister
test-run for the dispersal of anthrax spores aimed at human
victims, then an airborne distribution of the bacteria is the most
likely story. Right?”

It’s one of the first things they
teach you in Bio-Chem War I at The Farm. Germs can fly, and they
can fly a long way and kill a lot of people in the
process.

Yes. Jourbet, you’re absolutely
correct,” he said. “An airborne offensive would be the most likely
method of distribution. That’s why it’s our intention to register
all aircraft within a sixty mile radius of the Oceanview area. We
also plan to restrict all air traffic in and out of Waterton
County, except for a few pre-approved commercial flights.
Considering it’s the tourist season, it’s the best we can do
without causing a stampede.”

“The merchants will love that.” I
nodded half-heartedly.

Restricting air travel in a
tourist area on even a limited basis was bound to create the panic
they wanted so desperately to avoid. Registering all aircraft, now
that was a different story. If an airborne distribution of poison
was the opposition’s goal, then registering all aircraft might
alert them, forcing a delay in their plans.

“How long will it take?” I asked.
“Registering the aircraft, I mean.”
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