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Аннотация
It's a thriller right out of today's headlines, though it took place in the early nineties.

The theft of Soviet nerve gas weapons as the Cold War ends and the fate of a Special Operations helicopter mission to Iran set the stage for a thrill ride across continents as international chicanery gone wild seeks to restore dictatorial rule in the former Soviet republics. Can a disgraced Air Force colonel, a Belarus investigator framed for murder, and a spymaster suddenly left in the cold stop a disaster that will paralyze Washington?
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ONE SUCCESS, ONE FAILURE
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Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic
September 20, 1991
Where endless rows of towering green cornstalks had recently swayed in the summer breezes, drab olive-colored canvas tents marched in orderly columns across the idle fields. The smell of rotting vegetation tinged the air. To the indignant manager of the besieged collective farm, tucked away in the Nikolayev Oblast a hundred kilometers north of the Black Sea, the tents were as out-of-place as mushrooms in a desert. A thick-necked bull of a man, he had snorted and stomped over the order to rush completion of the fall harvest to make way for the troops of a motorized rifle battalion. "Nearly empty food stores, people standing in endless lines. Nobody gives a damn," he said to a bored bureaucrat. "When the army comes blundering through the countryside, like some horde of Cossacks, my farmers get no better treatment than animals." Had he known the full extent of the planned maneuver, and its destructive conclusion, he would have been even more shocked and chagrined.
In an open area beyond the tent city, a group of soldiers, gas masks at their sides, had gathered for a briefing by the commander of a company of chemical troops. Unnoticed by the soldiers, a long, black, official-looking Chaika roared down a nearby dirt road, leaving a roiling cloud of brown dust in its wake. Following closely was a military-style truck, its rear shrouded by a canvas cover.
A cluster of weathered wood and metal storage buildings had been centrally located on the farm like an isolated barnyard. The largest structure, emptied of its time-worn tractors, now bore a sign over its doorway that warned "No Smoking! Munition Storage Facility." Razor-like barbs of concertina wire flanked the road a hundred meters below the ramshackle buildings.
In front of the makeshift armory, a tall, muscular young man watched uneasily as the limousine stopped at the guard post along the road. He saw the sentry salute, speak to someone in the rear seat, then wave the vehicle into the compound. Standing there in his combat uniform and dusty boots, pistol dangling from his belt, fists jammed against his hips, a deep frown scarring his round Slavic face, Captain Anatoli Shumakov shook his head. What now? He had already suffered through a visit earlier in the day by a colonel and a major from 48th Division Headquarters in Kharkov. It had involved only a useless lecture on security and fire safety, but ever since the distressing investigation that had dragged agonizingly over the past several months, any sudden appearance of high-ranking officers left him with a knot in his stomach.
Captain Shumakov was a good soldier and proud of it. The youngest captain in his division, he had worked hard to get where he was. The army was like a demanding bride, and he gladly gave her his best. That had made it even more difficult to accept the unfairness of the charges against him. Officially, he had been exonerated of complicity in the theft of automatic rifles under his control, but he knew there were some who harbored lingering doubts. Now he had been saddled with weapons considerably more sinister than anything he'd had to deal with before.
Shumakov was surprised at sight of the KGB uniforms in the Chaika. An elite team of KGB spetsnaz troops, experts in chemical and biological warfare, were due in, but not until tomorrow. They would provide hands-on training in methods of dispersing highly sophisticated toxic agents. As with nuclear armaments, the Committee for State Security controlled access to the C/B arsenal. The material entrusted to the Captain's care had been delivered only yesterday from a C/B warfare production center in the Kharkov area. He would be damned happy when they came to reclaim it. He didn't understand the rationale that would permit use of such weapons in the first place. Maybe warfare was inherently uncivil, he thought, but it didn't have to be barbaric. That was one area in which he took issue with the army brass. In Afghanistan, he had seen the results of the so-called "one-breath anesthesia." The rapid-acting incapacitant had done its work so quickly that people were frozen in position like mannequins in a store window.
He watched as a short, gray-hired general climbed out of the Chaika, followed by a major and the driver. Three lower ranking men approached from the truck. All carried holstered sidearms.
"Captain Shumakov," he said cautiously, popping a snappy salute. "May I inquire as to the purpose of this visit?"
"You may, Comrade Captain. I am General Valentin Malmudov from Moscow." The general pulled an envelope from an inside pocket and unfolded two sheets of paper, which he handed to Shumakov. "Somewhat belatedly, it seems, our leaders have become concerned about the security of chemical and biological weapons. I have been directed to take possession of all such weapons in Ukraine. I understand you have custody of those temporarily assigned to your battalion."
Shumakov stared at the papers. One was signed by President Mikhail Gorbachev, the other by Vadim Bakatin, the new reformist chief of the KGB. Impressive. And it was just what he had wanted. A chance to get rid of these demonic weapons. But why wasn't there something from the General Staff, or at least the 48th Division? Surely the military brass would have been consulted. What about the spetsnaz team due tomorrow? Something about all of this didn't quite add up. In any event, after all the problems he had faced lately, Shumakov was not about to make a decision of this consequence without assurance from his own headquarters. He glanced at the general, his face clouded with uncertainty.
"Sir, this is a bit irregular. I trust you won't object if I consult with my commander?" He might not have been so bold in the past without more troops to back him up, but Shumakov was aware that the KGB had had its wings clipped. He had heard from his brother, a criminal investigator on the staff of the Minsk prosecutor, that many of the worst tormentors had already been suspended pending investigation.
The General's eyes narrowed. "Are you questioning the authority of the president of the Soviet Union?"
"No, sir. I'm only questioning the procedure."
"What is your question, Captain?"
"This is a military matter. It should be handled by military commanders."
General Malmudov was silent for a moment. Then he said, "Very well, Captain. Call your commander. What is his name?"
"Colonel Kalin."
"Perhaps I should speak to Colonel Kalin myself." He glanced up at the sign on the building, then back at Shumakov. "Is this where the materials are stored?"
"Yes, sir. We would have preferred a better facility, but this is all that was available. Come with me. We can call Colonel Kalin from inside." Captain Shumakov turned toward the doorway and the KGB delegation followed. All except the General's driver, who remained outside with the guard at the entrance.
In the month that had followed the abortive coup by the communist hardliners, the Soviet Union's derelict economy had continued to unravel at a startling pace. The commercial and industrial base floundered in uncertainty while the main organs of government struggled in disarray. Despite this, many of the bureaucracies curiously muddled right along as though nothing had happened.
This was the case with the military garrison in the southern Ukraine. Army commanders had become concerned during the Persian Gulf War about their troops' proficiency in countering a chemical or biological attack. Regardless of treaties or diplomatic niceties, if the Soviet army was provoked, it would be prepared to retaliate in kind. For training purposes, non-lethal tear gas would be used to simulate conditions under an attack. The chemical troops would demonstrate their ability to decontaminate an area, and the spetsnaz detachment would demonstrate handling of highly toxic weapons.
Apparently all that had suddenly changed, Captain Shumakov reflected as he stepped inside the building. Still, he wanted confirmation from somewhere along his own chain of command.
The front section of the structure was outfitted as a small office, normally used for the collective farm's records. A stocky sergeant seated at the desk jumped to his feet at sight of the General. Beyond him, a wooden counter had been hastily built across the width of the building. Two soldiers with AK-47s slung over their shoulders stood behind the counter. Everyone carried gas masks. The place was neat, orderly, organized, the mark of an exacting commander.
Cases of ammunition were stacked along the walls, including assault rifle magazines, machinegun drums and belts, 82mm rounds for mortars and recoilless guns, and grenades. A separate heavy wire mesh fenced enclosure stood along one wall with a padlocked gate.
"Get Battalion Headquarters on the phone," Shumakov told the Sergeant.
"Sorry, Captain, the phone line is dead again. Some idiot must have run over the wire. I'll use the radio."
The radio had a telephone-style handset. He spoke into it, then listened. His forehead rumpled with a puzzled expression.
"What's the problem?" Shumakov asked.
"I can't hear a damned thing but static. I talked to one of the companies a short while ago and it worked fine. I don't understand."
The Captain reached out and took the handset. He shook his head as he listened to the noise. He tried calling Battalion Headquarters but heard only the hapless crackle of static.
The General frowned impatiently. "I suggest we take a look at your storage area. You can try calling Colonel Kalin again in a few minutes."
The Captain shrugged his broad shoulders, took a key ring from his pocket and led the way back to the fenced enclosure. He failed to notice that one of the lower ranking KGB men remained near the Sergeant and the other two positioned themselves adjacent to the soldiers behind the counter.
Shumakov unlocked the wire mesh gate and stepped inside. He looked down at the cases stenciled boldly: "Warning! Chemical Agents! Handle With Extreme Caution!"
"Four mortar shells," he noted. "Five canisters." He understood the canisters contained neurotoxins. What that meant, he wasn't sure, but it had a grim sound to it. The mortar rounds were loaded with deadly nerve agents. Those he knew only too well. A minute amount would kill a man within minutes.
To Anatoli Schumakov, anything that required the intervention of the KGB had no business in the military. The Committee for State Security meant politics at its ugliest. He no longer had any desire to be involved in anything political, including the mandatory sessions led by the unit's political officer. It had not always been that way. When they were growing up, Anatoli and his older brother, Yuri, had been guided through the tortuous landscape of Soviet society by their father, a garrulous ironworker from Minsk who eventually died in a building collapse, a victim of faulty Soviet engineering. He had pushed his sons to take an active role in the Pioneers, then the Komsomol, and finally the Party. The elder Shumakov was determined that they should become something more than simple blue collar workers. At that, he had succeeded.
Yuri chose a legal career. His interest in law enforcement had steered him into the position of investigator for the Minsk city prosecutor, the prokuratura. Party membership was a prerequisite for such a job, but as the years passed, obvious mismanagement and deplorable incompetence had gradually eroded his faith in the Party and, consequently, in the integrity of the whole Soviet system. But that did not affect his commitment to the concept of law and order. He had doggedly followed his own instincts, pursuing diligently the belief that what he did was vital to the welfare of the ordinary citizen.
Anatoli's experience had been similar. He used his connections to help get an army commission. He found, however, that he'd had his fill of politics much sooner than his brother. He saw quickly that the military and the political made a distasteful mixture, like fine cognac diluted with inferior brandy. Military decisions influenced by politics inevitably brought difficulty, if not downright disaster. He chose to make his way on what he knew, not who. He studied hard and trained hard and fought hard. After surviving the quagmire of Afghanistan, he figured he should be able to contend with whatever rigors the army chose to throw his way. And with the exception of the weapons theft inquiry, he had managed well, especially when spared the necessity of dealing with needless interference from above. Situations such as he was now confronted with by this curious KGB contingent. While Captain Shumakov stood staring down at the crates of weapons, the General quietly took a step toward the gate, gave a nod to the men near the counter and suddenly barked, "Now!"
The KGB men fired silenced pistols, instantly dropping the Sergeant and the two soldiers. Shumakov looked up in surprise at the sound of the General's voice. What he saw stunned him like a chilling blast of Siberian air. The KGB major had drawn a silenced pistol. He fired it at point blank range before the Captain could utter a sound. He hardly had time to notice that the gun was an old Tokarev, which had long since been replaced by the 9mm Makarov that hung from his belt. The Tokarev fired 7.62mm cartridges similar to many of the rounds stacked in boxes across the way. The Captain slumped to the dirt floor and lay motionless, bright red blood oozing from the neat round hole that appeared in his forehead.
"Viktor," the General ordered, "get the sentry."
The man nearest the front door jerked it open and called to the guard, "The Captain wants you inside."
The soldier spun in alarm and rushed through the doorway. As he did, another silenced round spit from a Tokarev. His rifle fell to the floor as he toppled against the counter.
"Quickly," snapped the General, "load these cases into the truck and let's get out of here."
While others began to lift the heavy boxes containing the chemical agents and toxins � they left behind one mortar shell and one canister to provide evidence that the weapons were still there � the major placed three small incendiary devices connected to tiny radio-controlled detonators at strategic spots among the stacks of ammunition. The explosion they set off would start a chain reaction of detonating shells that should reduce the building to a scrap heap. In the unlikely event any of the bodies remained recognizable, it would be assumed they had been felled by the exploding ammunition.
The driver out front reported all was clear. They loaded the weapons into the back of the truck and shut off the signal generator that had jammed the radio inside the building. The telephone wire had been snipped some distance down the road. The two vehicles moved quickly back toward the guard post. General Malmudov returned the sentry's salute, and they headed out the road.
As soon as the Chaika dropped over the first hill, the General pressed a button on the small radio transmitter in his lap. The roaring blast they heard a moment later signalled mission accomplished.
Malmudov smiled. The operation had been a total success. The weapons they had acquired, in complete secrecy, possessed enormous potential. People in the West worried constantly about nuclear arms. But they were mostly destructive of "things." Structures could easily be rebuilt. Nuclear radiation's effects took years to play out.
Nerve gas, on the other hand, was a silent, almost instant killer. A direct hit was unnecessary. They only needed to be delivered close. Spread by a modest breeze in the vicinity of a high concentration of people, these weapons could produce more than a hundred thousand casualties. Anyone unafraid to use them, and innovative enough to assure that retaliation would be unlikely, could wield tremendous power.
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Washington, D.C.
General Philip Ross Patton was not a charismatic leader like H. Norman Schwarzkopf, the popular commander of Desert Storm. He was a tough, critical, often-abrasive man. His maxim, with a little more finality than the sneaker motto, was "Just get it done!" Not noted for his reticence, he normally came to a meeting brimming with caustic comments and questions. But though not loved, he was effective, and he didn't hesitate to let anyone within earshot know about it. He had raised horn-blowing to an art form.
Even the President, who had met with him on only a few occasions, noticed that General Patton was uncharacteristically quiet, almost brooding, that morning during the critical National Security Council meeting at the White House. It was the start of the final countdown to Operation Easy Street. The Secretary of Defense, a balding former congressman who had cut his legislative teeth on knotty issues of national security, wondered if the General was having second thoughts about the mission. But when it came his turn, the Air Force Chief of Staff gave his unequivocal support to the plan. Knowing that despite his celebrated brusqueness, Patton had a typical commander's compassion for the people who faced the bullets, everyone from the President on down dismissed his curious mood as the result of an overabundance of concern for the men who would be putting their lives on the line.
They were wrong.
After the meeting, the General's driver headed down Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Hart Senate Office Building, newest and most grandiose of the congressional Taj Mahals that faced the legislative wings of the Capitol. Patton had been invited to lunch on The Hill with his chief ally in the battle to save the beleaguered B-2 stealth bomber.
A modestly tall man with a pleasant though chiseled face, distinguished by the wisps of graying hair that framed it, Patton was the son of a celebrated colonel who had been killed when his B-26 was shot down in Korea. He had easily won an appointment to the first class of cadets at the Air Force Academy. Since then he had chased his personal dream with the tenacity of a greyhound half a stride back of the mechanical bunny. At fifty-seven, he could see the finish line just ahead and he was determined to reach it no matter what.
Wing Patton � a nickname bequeathed by a couple of Air Force Academy classmates to distinguish him from the other General Patton, the Army's George S. of World War II fame � was recognized as a brilliant strategist and a skilled tactician, but he had not gained his present status by inspiring personal loyalty among his colleagues. Those who had stood in his way could show the heel marks he had inflicted as he ran roughshod over them. As it turned out, the shrewdest move he ever made was when, as a young B-52 pilot, he had married the daughter of Army General Fredrick Parker Strong. Now a former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and former Secretary of State, Strong was eighty and still a formidable figure on the Washington scene. It was widely and correctly rumored that the old man had promised Wing the chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs if he kept his nose clean.
At the Hart Building, General Patton strode toward the corner office of Senator Ev Weesner of Illinois, ranking minority member on the Armed Services Committee. The doors of each office suite carried the name and state of its occupant. About halfway down the long corridor, he spotted a name that sent his blood pressure rocketing. Senator Tyler Thrailkill of Pennsylvania, the man whose call last night had triggered his current apprehension.
A slippery, scheming political operator, Thrailkill had literally inherited his seat. His father had arranged the appointment with the governor before stepping down after twenty-four years in the Senate. Thrailkill was the B-2's most vocal and strident opponent. Wing could still hear the goading voice ringing in his ear the previous night.
Patton had sat in his study, deep into a book on General H. H. "Hap" Arnold, wartime chief of the Army Air Forces, when the phone rang. The shrill sound in the dark, silent house startled him. It was after eleven o'clock. It was not the distinctive tone of the red phone, the direct line to the Pentagon, so he knew it was the commercial line. Who would be calling at this hour? He thought of the baby. Had something happened to him? Victoria was in Richmond doting over their three-week-old grandson. The tyke's father was a CPA, of all things. A number cruncher. Hopefully the boy would grow up to carry on the family military tradition.
"Patton," he barked into the phone.
"Good evening, General Patton," said the syrupy voice of Senator Thrailkill. "I hope I'm not disturbing anything."
"I had just gotten to sleep," the General lied, hoping it might strike a remorseful chord.
It didn't.
"I thought you should know that one of my contacts has turned up something quite interesting, General."
"It should be terribly interesting to warrant rousting me out of bed, Senator."
"Well, it isn't exactly a bedtime story."
"Then what is it?" With most senators, he would use the respectful term "sir." Not with Thrailkill. He detested everything about the man, from the way he dressed to the way he talked to the way he combed his hair. Thrailkill was one of those people who used your name in every breath in an attempt to impress you. To Patton it sounded like a crutch to prop up a faulty memory.
"It seems, Philip, that there is a large block of stock in Western Aircraft Corporation," said the senator, dragging his words out for dramatic effect, "registered in the name of the WP Retirement Trust."
Patton hated him for so casually using his first name, as if they were friends. But he was much more disturbed by the message. Western Aircraft was the prime contractor for the Air Force's XTF � Experimental Tactical Fighter. The company stood to make billions if the design won final approval and was put into production. Wing had purchased the stock through the trust at a sizeable discount. It was a blatant conflict of interest, of course, but the type of insider deal he had learned from his father-in-law's cronies. "Don't just depend on your Air Force pension," General Strong had warned.
Wing fought to keep his voice calm, attempting to sound disinterested. "Is that supposed to mean something to me?"
"'WP' could very well stand for Wing Patton, don't you think?"
"No, I don't," Patton snapped. "Why should you?"
"Simple, Philip. I understand the trustee is Walker Holland, your attorney."
The air conditioner was working well, but the General found that he was beginning to sweat. This simply could not be happening. "It sounds like someone has been leading you astray, Senator. I know nothing about this."
"Well, General Patton, I should know a good deal more about it after talking to my source tomorrow. Just thought you'd like to sleep on it. I'm a reasonable man. All you need do is remove that exhorbitantly expensive stealth bomber from your funding request, and your little secret will remain our little secret." He paused for a moment. "Pity, a thing like this could wreck a man's career."
As soon as he hung up, Patton called Walker Holland, who, it appeared, actually had already gone to bed. The lawyer's wife answered. By the time her husband came on the line, Wing's blood was pumping in overdrive.
"I just had a call from Senator Thrailkill," he said, breathing heavily. "The bastard knows about the WP Retirement Trust. You said it couldn't be traced to me."
"Correction, General. I said it would be almost impossible to trace it to you."
"Then how the hell did he�"
"Slow down. Think a moment. Did he say they had traced it to you, or was he just on a fishing expedition?"
Wing thought back to what Thrailkill had said. "Well, he didn't actually say they had traced it. Just that the WP looked like it could stand for Wing Patton. And that the trustee was my attorney."
"He's speculating. I had a call this evening from an investigative reporter. He was no doubt Thrailkill's source. The reporter asked if the WP in the name of that trust meant Wing Patton. I told him I had a rule of neither confirming nor denying anything about any client. I also pointed out that I was forbidden to reveal anything about that particular trust by a privacy provision in the trust agreement."
"Then it's true? There's no way they can trace it to me?"
"If the trust were involved in litigation, a judge could order me to reveal the beneficiary. Other than that, you're pretty safe. The trust income is paid into a numbered account at a bank on the Isle of Man. The bank invests the money in mutual funds in Austria."
"So what if Thrailkill calls again?" Wing asked.
"Deny everything."
Despite the lawyer's assurance, Patton did not sleep well. Which was as Thrailkill had intended.
* * *
At Senator Weesner's office, the General was greeted by a fresh-faced young woman who looked all of twenty or twenty-one. Like most members of Congress, Weesner staffed his office largely with bright young people just out of college or on hiatus from the books.
"The Senator is still tied up with a delegation from Chicago, General," the attractive blonde informed him with a friendly smile. "He said he would be with you as quickly as possible. Could I get you some coffee?"
"No, thanks," Patton replied and took a seat in one of the plush leather chairs. He picked up a magazine but did not even notice the name on the cover. His thoughts had already drifted to the subject of the NSC meeting he had just finished, to the operation that would get under way this afternoon. Easy Street. He wondered who the hell had the gall to pick that name? Sending a Special Operations helicopter deep inside Iran to fly out a defecting official of the revolutionary Islamic government was not his idea of anything easy. It was not a recommendation he had made lightly, of course, nor one the Commander in Chief had approved without great soul-searching. Hovering in the background was the specter of President Carter's disastrous hostage rescue effort back in 1980. But the technology today was worlds ahead of that fateful era. The spec ops people had certified the mission's feasibility. What had undoubtedly tipped the balance in the Oval Office was the swelling media chorus. In the wake of his success in the Persian Gulf War, the President was under intense pressure to get the American hostages out of Lebanon.
The possibilities for a diplomatic solution appeared to have been exhausted. Efforts by the United Nations Secretary-General and the Israelis had brought nothing from the Hezballah captors but tantalizing photos, videotapes and rumors. Had someone in the White House possessed a good reliable crystal ball, the subsequent tragedy could have been avoided. But dependable crystal balls had always been in short supply inside the Beltway. With the world in a state of unpredictable disarray, no one foresaw the course of events that would lead to the hostages' eventual release before Christmas.
Word had come through a CIA contact that Mostafa Nazari, Iran's chief liaison with the Lebanese terrorists, wanted to defect to the U.S. He knew exactly where the hostages were being held. He had been the conduit for their captors' payoffs. In seeking to defect, he was acting out of the purest of motives, self-preservation. His brother had made the fatal error of speaking out against some of the excesses of the fundamentalists. A hardline mullah had ordered him put to death. When Nazari protested, he received a blunt warning that he could be silenced just as easily. It was obvious the time had come to bring down the curtain and quietly exit the stage.
A presidential finding had authorized a clandestine mission to extricate Nazari and his family. The Iranian could furnish all the information needed to effect a hostage rescue, provided his defection could be kept secret for a reasonable length of time. That appeared quite possible through the plan that was devised. It had received the grudging approval of the Senate and House intelligence oversight chairmen.
Mostafa Nazari was married to a Kurdish woman. He had arranged a long-delayed vacation trip to her remote hometown in the Zagros Mountains for late September. The location was made to order. American Special Forces personnel had provided the townspeople with life-saving aid in the wake of a deadly earthquake back in the sixties, during an era that found the U.S. Army operating there as guests of the late Shah. As a consequence, the mountain villagers had ignored the current government's "Great Satan" campaign against the U.S. and continued to remember the American soldiers with the fondness of a small town for its volunteer firefighters.
A landing site had been selected near the town. In the past few days, a truck containing jet fuel had been stolen and hidden there. Refueling would be necessary for the MH-53J Pave Low III helicopter to retrace the route back to its entry point into Iran. The six-man crew, augmented by a Delta Force team led by a major who had been there as an Army corporal in 1963, would bring out Nazari, his wife and three children.
Though the risks were indisputable, Wing Patton knew the operation had been carefully planned and rehearsed. The crew was the best and most experienced he had available. The Pave Low helicopter was strictly state of the art for this type of mission. Its AN/APQ-158 terrain-following and terrain-avoidance radar, plus the nose-mounted FLIR (forward-looking infrared) system, gave it the ability to fly right on the deck in total darkness. Using Navstar Global Positioning System satellites, the crew could plot the aircraft's position at any time within ten meters.
Patton was comfortable with his end of Easy Street. The element of the unknown came from the Iranian end. How secure was Mostafa Nazari's network? No one knew. But the National Security Agency had its electronic ears tuned to the area and would alert the White House Situation Room to any indication that Iran had penetrated the operation. A secure signal via a FLTSATCOM (U.S. Navy Fleet Satellite Communications System) satellite would alert the Pave Low commander to any change in plans.
Wing Patton's musings on Operation Easy Street were interrupted by the sounds of back-slapping and glad-handing as the delegation of eight well-dressed Chicago politicians, equally divided between blacks and whites, emerged from the senator's office. Like a horde of locusts, they were off to another congressional appointment in search of federal goodies. As he smilingly waved the last straggler out, Weesner turned to the General and beckoned him in.
Patton took a seat in front of the large mahogany desk and waited in silence. Military protocal required the ranking officer to speak first, and a senator with his hands on the Pentagon purse strings easily outranked a four-star general. Patton noted that the gray-maned, heavy-browed senator, whose beak of a nose and hunched posture made him resemble some exotic bird of prey, was no longer smiling. After shuffling some papers on his desk, Ev Weesner looked up.
"Next week's hearing will make us or break us, Philip," he said in a grave voice. In truth, his voice would have sounded grave singing "Happy Birthday" to Kermit the Frog. "As my rural constituents would say, we're in a heap of trouble."
"Yes, sir. I know."
"With the Soviets' empire crumbling all around them, my coalition is taking some heavy hits." His stable of Republican and Democratic hawks had helped build his reputation as one of the most skillful in the upper chamber at pulling military chestnuts out of the fire. But the pace of change was working against him. There was already talk of some yet-undefined commodity called the "peace dividend."
"My people have faith in you, Senator Weesner."
That brought a thin smile to the leathery face. "I appreciate the thought. But I don't believe I'm the man to get the job done this time."
Patton frowned. "Surely you're not giving up? The B-2 is the cornerstone of our strategic future."
"No, I'm not giving up. And, yes, I agree with your assessment wholeheartedly. That's why we are going to have to depend on you to carry the day."
"Me?"
"Correct. Every man in the Congress respects what you did as commander of SAC. For years, you assured us there would be no surprise attack on the United States. And look at how your forces performed in Desert Storm. Your B-52's showed that strategic bombers have their tactical advantages as well. Let's face it, General. You're our boy. In this battle, your prestige is the biggest thing we have going for us."
Wing smiled and nodded his head. Those were heady sentiments. He couldn't have said it better himself. "I'm flattered that you feel that way, Senator."
"It isn't just me. I've canvassed all my key people and they agree." Weesner gave one of his famous smirks that endeared him to the TV interviewers. "Without you, the B-2 is dead, Philip. Don't do anything to stub your toe before that hearing."
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Kuwait
Colonel Warren Rodman sat across the table from his copilot and a short, muscular Army major and sipped slowly at the steaming cup of coffee provided by their Kuwaiti hosts. He had a bad feeling about this mission. Not for any logical reason. He had personally chosen the other five crew members. They were the best men at their jobs. He had been thoroughly briefed on every phase of the operation, except for the identity of the passengers who would be picked up. They were the responsibility of Major Mike Hardin, the Army Delta Force team leader.
At first he had been concerned about the refueling plan. He had never heard of a spec ops mission that required refueling at the target. But it had been explained that this was only necessary to bring them back out via the same route they took in, which had been chosen for maximum secrecy. It would not compromise their safety. Should it be necessary to abort the mission, they had enough fuel to fly a direct route back to the Persian Gulf.
So what was the problem? It was a vague uneasiness, a sense that something was not quite right with the equation, some ingredient missing from the recipe. He had felt it when he awoke that morning, and he hadn't been able to shake it.
Captain Peter Schuler, his copilot, mistook his concerned look for a reaction to the coffee. He held up his cup. "It's better than that stuff they gave us at King Khalid Military City."
They had just left the Saudi Arabian base a couple of hours ago. Roddy grinned. He didn't want his quirky mood infecting anyone else. "Right, Dutch," he said. "But it isn't like the coffee my mother taught me to make."
When he was growing up, Roddy's mother always kept a simmering pot on the kitchen counter. He figured some of the brew must have seeped into his genes during her pregnancy. Fortunately, Tech Sergeant Barry Nickens, his flight engineer, was the Juan Valdez of the 39th Special Operations Wing and would be in charge of the coffee department during the mission.
The room they sat in occupied one corner of a hangar away from the main part of the airfield, which was slowly being put back together after the devastation of the Iraqi invasion. The big chopper with its odd-looking bulges and six-bladed rotor was parked inside the hangar away from prying eyes. Nickens and the other enlisted crew members were checking and double-checking everything about it as they awaited takeoff time. The MH-53J was a long way from home. Assigned to the 21st Special Operations Squadron at the Royal Air Force Base in Woodbridge, England, it had been flown to Saudi Arabia where it was housed until Colonel Rodman and his crew arrived at noon today. The aircraft had been a familiar sight there earlier in the year.
As his glib copilot launched a one-way conversation about the Gulf War with the tight-lipped Delta Force officer, Rodman sat back and sipped his coffee. Roddy had short, light brown hair and a full face with an easy smile. His new responsibilities hadn't provided much time for tennis, leaving him a man of average height and borderline overweight. He was happily married to an ex-beauty queen named Karen Hall. They were always the life of the party at the officers' club. After twenty years of marriage, they still found sex as exciting as the night they had first explored each other's bodies in a lake beside a deserted farmhouse back in Middle Tennessee, where Karen's father was a Methodist minister. Roddy had fathered two daughters, a pair of bright young beauties named Renee and Lila, now college students in Florida. And most importantly, he was doing what he loved best, flying. In point of fact, when it came to the MH-53J Pave Low III, nobody could do it better. Two months earlier, he had been assigned as operations officer of the 39th SOW at Rhein-Main Air Base in Germany.
Sitting contemplatively in his dark green flying suit, Rodman studied Major Hardin, a small, compact man whose close-cropped black hair was hidden by a camouflage cap pulled down to his thick black eyebrows. A man who spoke fluent Farsi and had known Iran before Khomeini, the Major sat slumped in his chair.
"Did you hear of something called Task Force Normandy?" Dutch Schuler asked him.
Hardin gave a slight shake of his head. "I don't recall."
"It was the operation that kicked off the air campaign. I flew with the Colonel in the lead Pave Low that night. We guided the Army Apaches in to knock out old Saddam's early-warning radars. That's why the bastard didn't know what had hit him when the blitz began."
The Major nodded silently. Roddy suspected the random shapes and shades of color in his field uniform hid a lean, lithe body honed by constant exercise and training into a lethal weapon. He made an interesting contrast to Schuler.
Dutch, whose slow drawl established his roots in the Deep South, was also an excellent physical specimen. The young captain maintained the muscles in his arms and legs at peak efficiency. But the type of hand-to-hand combat he was trained for involved a tightly-strung racket and a spinning ball. At thirty, he was pure terror on the tennis court. The first time they had played, Roddy realized he faced a guy who might have been a pro. After that humiliation, he learned Schuler had been ranked the No. 1 singles player in the NCAA his senior year in college. Dutch became his tennis mentor and eventually turned Rodman into a pretty fair player himself.
Roddy looked across at Major Hardin. "That Task Force Normandy business was a little unusual. It was one of the few times the news people were given any info on a special operations mission. They didn't identify the aircrews."
Hardin shrugged. "I'd heard of you well before Desert Storm, Colonel."
Roddy looked up in surprise. "Where the hell did you hear anything about me?"
"A lot of Army guys think Air Force people are a bunch of pampered prima donnas. Guys in my line of work take a different view. We have to depend on you to get us where we're going. And more important, to rescue our asses when we get in a jam. Word gets around on who the really competent fly-boys are."
Roddy rumpled his brow. "And the really bad ones?"
"That, too. But you're at the top of the A list. The word is if there's a way to get in or out, you'll find it."
As a matter of fact, Colonel Rodman had showed up in virtually every hot spot around the globe since Vietnam. He had been a team player since his days at the Air Force Academy, where he had been a star wide receiver for the Falcons. On the flight line as well as the gridiron, he was always ready to answer the call, which in recent years sometimes came by telephone in the middle of the night. He wasn't so caught up in the mystique of the "wild blue yonder" that he accepted every utterance without question, but he had readily agreed to tackle Operation Easy Street. It had been laid on by the Pentagon on direct orders of the President. He and his flight crew had just returned from a trip back to the States for a crash training program with Major Hardin and his Delta Force team.
Dutch Schuler suddenly frowned and lowered his voice to a near whisper. "Here comes Pancho Villa."
Roddy looked around to see a stocky, dark-skinned officer headed their way, a well-stuffed briefcase clutched in one hand. They had met him on their first day at the training site.
Prior to being assigned to the Air Staff, Major Juan Antonio Bolivar had earned a reputation as a highly capable intelligence officer adept at briefing and debriefing aircrews and providing situation analyses for commanders and their staffs. He had never been involved in a clandestine operation, however. A small-town boy from West Texas, this was his first major assignment since arriving at the Pentagon. He was more than a little awed by it.
General Patton had personally instructed him on the mission. He carried the higher than top secret Air Tasking Order containing the essential details of the Operation Easy Street mission, the most up-to-date charts of the area, detailed satellite photos only days old of the landing zone, and a description of the chemlite pattern that would signal "all clear" for touchdown. He had the latest weather information on Western Iran. He had the satellite identification and information on the secure national command authority channel the pilots would monitor for any emergency messages during the flight.
"How about a cup of coffee, Major?" Roddy asked.
Bolivar gave him a tight-lipped smile. "No coffee. Thanks, Colonel." Tension showed in the way his eyes narrowed behind the gold-rimmed glasses.
He wasn't even going on the mission, Roddy thought, yet he looked like someone expecting to be bushwhacked. It didn't do anything to allay the Colonel's nebulous apprehension.
"I received a message when we were about an hour out," Bolivar said in a hushed voice, although they were alone in the small room. "The President has given us the final green light. We can go over the ATO now, but I still need to call General Patton. I have to make sure there aren't any last-minute revisions."
The Major spread out his charts and they went over the route that would take them along the western slope of the Zagros Mountains to a small village near Kangavar, off the Hamadan-Bakhtaran Road, a highway that meandered westward toward the Iraqi border. They would fly just over the treetops and just below the ridge line of the mountains to prevent radar detection. The Pave Low would maintain complete radio silence but monitor the assigned channel for incoming messages. The last item covered was identification procedures for the LZ.
"They will have the area marked with four chemlites in a square pattern," Bolivar explained, illustrating with small circles drawn on a sheet of paper. "As soon as they hear your engines, they will activate an infrared strobe near the center. That's your signal that it's safe to land. You should come down near the strobe, which will mark a flat area with no obstacles."
The chemical markers had been smuggled in by the CIA. Flares would play havoc with the crew's night vision devices. Chemlites, by contrast, would show up clearly to the aircrew but would not be visible on the ground without infrared viewing equipment. With refueling and loading of the passengers, the chopper would be on the ground less than ten minutes. On leaving Iran, they would have an HC-130 Combat Shadow tanker available for refueling, then fly to a point in the Gulf of Oman, where they would rendezvous with an aircraft carrier. After crew rest, the flight would continue on to the island of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean. From there an Air Force executive transport would spirit the passengers Stateside.
"We'll have four GPS satellites available at all times?" Schuler asked.
"That's correct," Bolivar assured him. "You should be able to hit all your checkpoints right on the nose. Any problems, gentlemen?"
Roddy wanted to say, Yeah, why is this thing bugging me so? But as the aircraft commander, it was his job to appear calm and cool and inspire confidence in the crew. "Not as long as everything works as planned," he said, "and the Iranians don't have a clue that we're in their backyard. What about the decoy flight?"
Bolivar checked his watch. "They should be taking off from the carrier about now. Their mission is to test air defenses around the Straits of Hormuz. It should have the Iranians concentrating on that end of the country until you've penetrated well inside."
Roddy folded his arms and looked around at his copilot. "Any questions, Dutch?"
Schuler shrugged. "I guess not. I can think of better places I'd rather go, but� hell, this is just another mission. Right, Colonel?"
Let's hope so. Roddy grinned and gave him a thumbs up.
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Washington, DC
Wing Patton was a doodler. Note pads on his office desk were covered mostly with stars and boxes. Sometimes he would fill in the designs with shading, made easier by use of a lead pencil rather than a pen. It was a hangover from his Academy days, when the engineering curriculum required a mastering of mechanical drawing with a sharp-pointed pencil. His jacket pocket always held a pen for signing and a pencil for writing and drawing. The one drawback to his doodling was a tendency to cover up notes he intended to save, particularly in a meeting where things were not going the way he intended, or during a phone conversation that proved agitating.
The White House Situation Room was calm. Everything appeared to be right on schedule as the clock set to Iranian time slowly crept toward the takeoff hour. While awaiting the call from his personal emissary, Patton chatted casually with the President's National Security Adviser, Army Brig. Gen. Henry Thatcher.
"When is your major supposed to call?" Thatcher asked. He was a gruff-voiced former infantry commander who had distinguished himself in Vietnam and other combat zones before being tapped for service in the White House. He was short and sandy haired, his face creased from childhood acne into what appeared to be a permanent half-smile. If it wasn't for that, some of his acquaintances suggested, he might never smile at all.
"Major Bolivar should be on the line anytime now," said Patton. "His instructions were to check in just before takeoff."
"Bolivar?"
"Juan Bolivar, from our intelligence staff."
"Must be Hispanic."
Wing nodded. "From Texas. Sharp young officer."
"Does he have Special Operations experience?"
"That isn't required for a mission briefing," said Patton. "He worked with the crew in training. I think this operation really opened his eyes."
"I can sympathize with that." Thatcher grunted.
"Come on, Henry," Patton goaded him. "You signed off on this one like the rest of us."
"I just hope to hell it doesn't fly back in our faces. I still think we should have put more pressure on Gorbachev to intervene with the Iranians."
"I doubt he has much influence left. Anyway, so far everything has meshed like a set of finely-machined gears," Patton said.
And no sooner had he said it than the first tooth sheared off one of the critical gears.
"Call for you, General Patton," said Thatcher's assistant, Dr. Victor Reiner, an undernourished young man with a thin mustache, a professorial demeanor and a dark blue suit that looked like it had been slept in. He held up a telephone.
"Patton," the General barked into the instrument, expecting to hear Juan Bolivar on the other end of the line.
Instead, a familiar voice said, "Bob Sturdivant here." Lt. Gen. Robert Sturdivant was the Deputy Chief of Staff who handled the first three legs of the C3I concept, command, control, communications and intelligence.
"What's up, Bob?"
"AFSPACECOM reports they're having a problem with a transponder on one of the channels in your FLTSATCOM bird. I think it might be prudent to shift your alternate frequency to a different satellite. Your mission isn't off the ground yet is it?"
"Not yet," Wing Patton replied. As long as there was another satellite available, he saw no difficulty. "We've got time to make the switch. Give me the data."
He pulled a note pad and pencil from his jacket and jotted down the information, which he would relay to Major Bolivar. He hung up the phone and was about to slip the pad back into his pocket when Reiner waived again.
"Another one for you, General. Line four."
"Patton," he said again.
This time he was in for a disagreeable shock.
"I trust you had a restful night, General?" Senator Thrailkill's voice set his nerves on edge, like scraping fingernails on sandpaper.
Wing glanced furtively at those around him and fought to keep his temper under control. "I'm in the middle of a very important operation, Senator. I told my office not to forward any calls except in an emergency."
"Yes, that's what your secretary said. I assured her this was an emergency."
"So what's the emergency?" He tried to concentrate on the reassuring words of his attorney, but the senator's voice already had his blood pressure on the upswing.
"I met this morning with the source I mentioned last night, Philip."
"You mean the newspaper reporter?"
"Aha! I see you have been doing a little investigating of your own."
"My attorney, Walker Holland, told me he had a call from the newsman."
"Yes, General, Mr. Holland refused to deny that WP meant Wing Patton. To me, that's as good as an admission that you have committed the unpardonable sin."
General Patton turned his head away from the others and made a supreme effort to keep his voice low. "Wrong, Senator. Holland did not deny anything. He merely stated his policy of neither confirming nor denying questions about clients. I categorically deny your insinuation that I have done anything improper or illegal."
Unconsciously, the General had begun the furious scribbling of stars and boxes on his note pad. He used a soft No. 2 now instead of the old hard lead drafting pencils. It made much blacker lines. He breathed deeply, his face set in an exasperated scowl.
"The reporter thinks otherwise, General Patton. He intends to keep digging."
"He can dig all the way to China, for all I care."
"I doubt that he will need to dig any further than the courthouse records and the people at Western Aircraft."
"Senator, I'd love to chat with you on my own time, like after eleven p.m. But I need to get back to business. This is a very crucial operation I'm running." His pencil savagely blackened the insides of the stars and boxes on his pad.
"Well, you had better give some serious thought to the need for your beloved B-2," said Thrailkill. "I can still call off the dogs on this newspaper investigation. But if you insist on pushing this bomber project, I'll tell them�"
"If I see anything in the newspapers on this, you and they will face a major libel suit. I have to go now. Good day!"
His teeth clenched, Wing slammed the telephone onto its cradle, ripped the virtually blackened sheet of shaded doodles from his pad, crumpled it angrily in his fist and flung it into a wastebasket. The information he had previously written on it, no longer visible, was the farthest thing from his mind.
He looked up to see Henry Thatcher standing nearby, his forehead as rumpled as his assistant's ill-fitting suit.
"Who the hell was that?" Thatcher asked. "You looked like you were chewing a mouthful of chili peppers."
"Senator Thrailkill. The bastard was trying to get me riled up over the B-2."
"Looks like he succeeded."
Just then Dr. Reiner called out, "Major Bolivar on line two, General."
Wing jerked up the phone, punched the blinking button and listened to the voice on the secure circuit. "General Patton, this is Major Bolivar. I've completed the briefing and the crew is ready to board the aircraft. Is everything still a go, sir?"
Patton saw General Thatcher and Vic Reiner watching and listening intently, along with the CIA liaison from Langley, an Undersecretary of State and a deputy to the Secretary of Defense. The anger Senator Thrailkill stirred in him had his mind reeling, but he pulled himself together enough to say, "Major, tell the crew everybody in the White House Situation Room wishes them good luck and good hunting. The President is counting on them to get the job done. How does it look from that end?"
"Colonel Rodman is about as confident a pilot as I've ever run into, sir. He's ready to go."
Wing forced a smile, put his thumb and forefinger together and gave the okay sign to his colleagues in the Situation Room. They, too, smiled and returned to their own thoughts. Acutely aware of his own jumbled emotions, Patton was thankful that he had Roddy Rodman in the cockpit for this mission. "Give him my personal regards, Major," he said. "As soon as they're airborne, you head on over to Dhahran. I'll contact you there if we need anything further."
"Yes, sir."
"Oh, one other thing." He was beginning to get his thoughts back in order. "Remind Colonel Rodman that his first duty is to get those people out. If there's any trouble on the ground, the troops will try to hold off any interference with his takeoff. He's to get the hell out of there pronto. If necessary, the troops will make their way out to another area, where we can lay on a recovery mission."
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Shortly before five p.m., when the MH-53J was scheduled to reach the commit point, the White House Situation Room was patched into the satellite. If the chopper did not receive a positive commit thirty minutes prior to its ETA on target, Colonel Rodman would automatically abort the mission. General Philip Patton sat at the desk and spoke into a hand mike. "Red Fox Three-Six, this is Watchman. You have Moonbeam. Repeat, you have Moonbeam. Acknowledge."
As everyone waited in hushed silence, a distinctive "click-click" sound came through the speakers on the wall. Thousands of miles away over the Iranian mountains, Colonel Rodman had keyed his microphone twice, creating the double-click that signaled "message received."
Patton looked across at General Thatcher. "That does it, Henry. We're committed. That's one relief. Now I need to take care of another." All the iced tea at lunch on The Hill and cups of coffee since arriving at the White House were taking a toll on his bladder.
Patton was hardly out of the room when General Sturdivant called. He left a message with Dr. Reiner for relay to the Chief of Staff. "Tell Wing the satellite with his primary presidential command channel just went haywire. It will take awhile to get it back on line. But the alternate is working fine."
If he had gotten Patton on the phone instead of Reiner, Sturdivant would have reminded him of his earlier warning about the advisability of shifting the alternate to another satellite. Now he was damned happy that he had.
On Wing's return from the men's room, Dr. Reiner passed along the message. "General Sturdivant called. He said there's a problem with the primary channel but the alternate is working fine."
Patton nodded with a nonchalant shrug. It was no major concern. With everything going smoothly, he went back to reading some reports.
What happened at 5:08 p.m. Washington time, however, exactly one hour and thirty-eight minutes into the flight, was a totally different matter. It was a mission planners' nightmare. A call to General Patton from a senior staffer at the National Security Agency advised that NSA's electronic snoopers had picked up clear indications of a compromise. The intercepted radio message reported that a unit of Iranian soldiers had been dispatched to a small mountain village near Kangavar to thwart the landing of an American helicopter. According to NSA, the Iranians had no idea which direction the aircraft would fly in from, making air intercept unlikely. But they knew to look for a clandestinely lit landing zone on the edge of the small town.
Everyone in the room gathered around Patton, faces grave, as he explained the situation. "Somehow they've managed to breach our security," he concluded.
"Too damn many people in that town knew what was going on," said the CIA liaison, a veteran spook with bristly, iron-gray hair. "Some bastard talked where he should have kept his mouth shut."
General Thatcher glanced up at the clock. "The chopper is only twenty minutes from target. I think we have to assume the Iranians have zeroed in on the LZ."
He had bought in on the plan, as Wing Patton had reminded him earlier, but it had always struck him as having a bit of a surreal quality about it, like a watch dial appearing to melt over the edge of a table in a Dali painting. In real life, solid objects didn't bend that way. But people could bend in unexpected directions.
"Better get the President," General Patton said grimly. The odds had looked good to start with, but now all bets were off. "I recommend we abort."
With its auxiliary fuel tanks, the Pave Low could make it out of Iran by flying a direct route to Kuwait. It would take them near more populated areas, but flying just over the treetops made the chopper a difficult target to locate. The lower altitude in that part of Iran would also improve their airspeed. The MH-53J's turbine engines ran more efficiently at higher altitudes, but the big rotor powered by those engines did not. The higher the helicopter went, the slower it flew due to compressibility.
Two minutes later President Thornton Giles strode into the tension-filled room, accompanied by an ever-present pair of Secret Service agents, one a young black man whose probing eyes made it clear he trusted no one. The President's tall frame towered over his National Security Adviser. He looked down, his sensitive face drawn by a troubled frown. "What's the problem, Henry?"
"NSA reports the Iranians are onto us. They've sent a contingent of troops to ambush our chopper."
"Damn!" was the Chief Executive's one-word reply. He had counted heavily on this operation. He was aware of all the risks, but after the military's almost flawless performance in the Gulf War, he had considered the possibilities for failure as minimal. Easy Street would add another proud notch to the stock of America's musket.
"Sir, I recommend we give the order to abort," said Patton.
The President looked thoughtful, his heavy brows knitted. He wasn't inclined to give up so easily. After all, with Desert Storm he had fought both a recalcitrant Congress and an Iraqi dictator and won. "Isn't that chopper equipped with machineguns, General?"
"Yes, sir," Patton acknowledged. "She has three 7.62mm miniguns, six-barrel gatling guns that can pour out an unbelievable stream of fire."
"What are the chances they could shoot their way in and still pick up those passengers?"
"If we had some idea of the size of the threat, it might be possible. But without any hard intelligence, it would be risky as hell. We don't know for sure now that the passengers will even be there. We also have to consider that the Iranians could have access to Stinger-type missiles. The Pave Low has sophisticated countermeasures, but they aren't foolproof. Sir, I was a hundred percent for this operation when we knew exactly what we faced, and had surprise on our side. That's no longer the case."
The President's face and shoulders sagged with the strain of the burden that accompanied the ability to make God-like life and death decisions. The press chose to call him the world's most powerful leader. At times like this he felt virtually helpless. Easy Street had looked so promising. The first real breakthrough in a nightmare that had haunted every President since Jimmy Carter. He could order the mission to continue, of course, but that might well result in the deaths of a dozen American servicemen, a weighty encumbrance to inflict on an already overburdened conscience.
"Call it off, General Patton," he said sadly, then turned and left the room.
The clock showed only fifteen minutes to arrival at the LZ. Wing Patton's voice was terse. "Patch me into the satellite, Vic. Put it on the speaker."
After a few moments, he lifted the mike and pressed the transmit button. He spoke urgently, distinctly. "Red Fox Three-Six, this is Watchman. Sunset. Repeat, Sunset." It was the code word for "abort."
The room was deathly silent as everyone cocked his ears toward the speaker on the wall, straining to hear the double click of Colonel Rodman's microphone. But the signal from the FLTSATCOM electronic bird traveling in a geosynchronous orbit at a point 22,300 miles above the Indian Ocean brought nothing but an ominous void.
General Patton's frown deepened. He pressed the button again. "Red Fox Three-Six, this is Watchman. Sunset. Repeat, Sunset. Acknowledge."
Nothing.
What the hell was wrong, he wondered? He called a third time. Still nothing.
Then a phone rang and Reiner nodded at him. "Line one, General."
"Patton," he said in a hesitant, troubled voice.
"Wing, this is Bob Sturdivant." The deputy was grave but businesslike. "I've been monitoring your transmissions. Do you think it's possible the aircrew could have neglected to switch to the new alternate channel?"
It struck him like a fist in the stomach, almost a dazing blow.
The crew hadn't forgotten!
How could he� then he remembered the infuriating sound of Senator Thrailkill's damnably goading voice, how the man had irritated him unmercifully just after he had taken Sturdivant's earlier call. He blinked his eyes slowly, as though awakening from a horrible dream. He glanced down at the fateful note still lying crumpled in the wastebasket, a veritable ticking time bomb. Forcing himself to remain calm, he replied in a dubious tone, "Surely not, Bob. It must be an equipment malfunction." Then a hopeful thought struck him. "Say, is the other satellite working now? We could give the primary channel a try, couldn't we?"
"Sorry, Wing. They're working on a software solution. It may be several hours before the bird gets back on line."
General Patton slumped disconsolately in his chair. He no longer had any doubts about the ultimate fate of the mission. The helicopter and everyone aboard were doomed. He could already picture in his mind the line of flag-draped caskets on the ramp at Andrews Air Force Base.
And it was all his fault.
What could he do? If word of his failure were to leak out, the media would nail his ass to a cross. It wouldn't matter about Western Aircraft. The long, illustrious career of General Philip Ross Patton would be over. Ended. Dead as that satellite floating uselessly in the void of space.
As he began to collect his thoughts, he reminded himself there was much more here to consider than merely one man's career. Sometime back his father-in-law had initiated him into an organization called the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Its membership included many of the top thinkers and doers in the fields of finance, government, business, labor, communications and education, plus the well-heeled foundations. Although few Americans were aware of its existence, the FAR had provided the key leadership in foreign relations for every President for more than half a century. Some would even contend that it set the national agenda.
As a top military official, Patton knew his was a vital role. With the U.S. now the dominant power on the globe, the one that would be called upon to extinguish "brush fires" and keep third world upstarts under control, it was his responsibility to maintain the nation's military strength. With America firmly in control, she could lead the rest of the world into a massive alliance in which the various states would subordinate their individual whims to the good of mankind. Never mind who would determine just what that "good" might be. It was a lofty goal, one to which Frederick Parker Strong was unalterably committed. He had passed the torch on to his son-in-law. Patton was aware that the average citizen knew nothing of this grand design being drawn for his or her future, but that was nothing new. The masses were never privy to all the information available at the top. They had to be led in the right direction. He saw himself as part of the collective solution to the ultimate fate of the world. It was imperative that nothing diminish his ability to act.
He recalled Senator Weesner's silky smooth, almost playful comment that morning. "You're the key. Without you, the B-2 is dead, Philip. Don't do anything to stub your toe before that hearing."
The conclusion appeared obvious. It was imperative that he erase all evidence of the stubbed toe. He had the solemn duty to save the B-2, even if it meant sacrificing Warren Rodman, or whatever might remain of his reputation. Of course, he felt no less sorrow, no less regret than any commander would experience at the loss of those who served under him. But wish� hope� pray� other than that, he knew of nothing more he could do for them. Lamentably, he was forced to conclude that Colonel Rodman and his crew were as good as dead.
Only Major Juan Bolivar would be left with knowledge that the alternate channel change had not been passed on to the aircraft commander. Bolivar was an ambitious young officer. He was a Hispanic with a bright future, if he was smart enough to support the proper cause. Bolivar would have to understand that the success of his career depended upon his ability to make a few allowances with the facts, all for the good of the service.
And Wing Patton knew just the man who could help convince him.
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Iranian Airspace
It was a moonless night. If practically brushing the treetops halfway across the obscured landscape of a rugged mountain range could be thought of as routine, it had been a routine flight. The GPS system worked flawlessly. By simultaneously receiving signals from four different satellites, the copilot was able to plot their position in three dimensions � longitude, latitude and altitude � at any given point along the flight path. They had easily navigated around inhabited areas. Without lights, the big, dark green chopper appeared black in the inky darkness. The Sikorsky's two T64-GE-100 turboshaft engines made it sound more like a normal turbojet airplane, since the six blades of the huge seventy-two-foot rotor did not produce the distinctive popping noise of smaller choppers. Anyone on the ground who might have heard it would have had no idea just what it was or where it might be headed.
The mission had gone so smoothly that Roddy had about forgotten the bad vibes he had felt earlier. They had monitored both primary and alternate national command channels continuously, receiving the commit message right on time. Everything was still "go." But there was one troubling aspect. For some reason, the commit signal came through only on the primary channel, not the alternate. But since the primary had operated normally, this did not appear to be a real problem.
Major Hardin had come up to the cockpit to chat over coffee while his heavily-armed commandos napped in the rear.
"If you ever get around Fort Bragg, Colonel, look me up and I'll buy you a drink," Hardin said.
"I may take you up on that," Roddy replied. "We'll be traveling around East Tennessee and North Carolina next time we're back in the States. Retirement is still a long way off, but Karen has been bugging me to buy a piece of property."
"You thinking about the Smoky Mountains?" asked Hardin.
"Right. My wife is from Tennessee. We love the mountains. I'd like to find something near the park, either in Tennessee or Carolina."
"Ever been to Beech Mountain?"
"Driven around there. Pretty scenery."
"I do some skiing over there occasionally. One of those chalets would make a great place to retire."
"I agree. But Karen's always had this ambition to open a dress shop. She'll probably want a little more populated area."
It was 12:55 a.m. local time as Roddy watched the moving green map-like display of the terrain-following radar. The small mountain village lay quietly in the darkness up ahead. Captain Schuler worked on a final fix from the GPS.
"Target fifteen miles at three-two-zero," Schuler called over the intercom.
"Roger," Rodman replied. He made a slight course adjustment. "Better alert your troops, Major Hardin. Four minutes to LZ, Nickens. Get your gunners ready."
"Will do, Colonel," said the flight engineer. He pushed up from his position between the pilots and moved back through the near darkness.
"Think we'll need those guns?" the copilot asked warily.
"I hope to hell not," Roddy said, eyes darting between the instruments and the navigation display. Recalling his earlier apprehension, he added, "We aren't taking any chances. The ECM should let us know if we've got any real nasty problems."
The chopper's sophisticated electronics countermeasures system could detect SAMs and warn of active radars or infrared devices. The plane was equipped with chaff dispensers, infrared jammers and other high-tech protective measures.
"Guns are hot, Colonel," Nickens reported. "The Major has his troops ready."
"Roger, Barry. Heads up, everybody. Hopefully this will turn out just another milk run. Two minutes to touchdown."
Roddy pushed up on the throttles as they scoured the horizon for chemlites.
"There she is. One o'clock." Captain Schuler's excited voice broke the silence. Chemlites. A nice, neat square. Plus an IR strobe in the center."
"ECM's quiet," Roddy advised. "Keep a sharp eye out, guys." He circled the area at about two hundred and fifty feet.
"Can't make out anybody close by, Colonel," said Schuler. "Guess they're keeping back out of the way."
The FLIR showed a few vehicles at the far end, including a large one that was probably the stolen tanker truck.
"Okay. We're going in," Roddy said.
That undefined sense of apprehension returned suddenly as he pushed the nose down and the MH-53J dropped straight in toward the center of the cleared area. And as the chopper approached the ground, his worst fears became reality. The muzzle flash of rifles suddenly flickered in the darkness around the perimeter of the LZ, appearing like super-bright fireflies swarming on a summer night. Bullets immediately peppered the sides of the chopper.
"Ambush!" Captain Schuler screamed over the intercom.
"Return fire!" Roddy called, but the electrically operated miniguns had already begun to pour a torrent of ammunition into the area.
The aircraft was equipped with titanium armor plating, which kept down the automatic rifle damage. But as Roddy reached for the throttles to put on full power in preparation for a quick retreat, the fruits of Iran-Contra suddenly came to haunt him. A wire-guided TOW anti-tank missile slammed into the Pave Low amidships. Since the TOW was steered by sight, the high-tech electronic countermeasures system was powerless against it. Because the chopper was descending, the gunner's aim had been high. In fact, another few inches and it would have sailed harmlessly over the fuselage. Most of the force of the explosion was dissipated upward and outward, but part of the missile knocked out one engine and, more fatally, shredded a rotor blade.
Immediately after the impact, Roddy saw the port engine fire warning light flash on. He called, "Bold Face� engine fire!"
The emergency action signal would normally have alerted the flight engineer and copilot to give the good engine full throttle, shut off the malfunctioning engine, activate the fire extinguisher and take other steps to cope with the life-threatening situation. But before they could act, the heavy chopper dropped like a wingless bird. The imbalances caused by destruction of the rotor blade made it a lifeless albatross.
Dutch Schuler shouted "Mayday!" into his microphone, unaware that he was transmitting to a deaf bird in the blackness of space.
Roddy had been aiming for the cleared center of the LZ, but the impact of the missile, the disintegrating main rotor and the still spinning tail rotor deflected the helicopter to one side. It plunged onto an outcropping of rock, striking a wedge-shaped formation that acted as a blunt but formidable blade, shearing off the cockpit from the rest of the airframe. The bulbous nose, with the two pilots still strapped, tumbled forward on the rocky ground, coming to rest with its armor-plated bottom facing aft. That was the only thing providential about the mission's untimely end. The commander's last utterance before the crash was a fragmentary prayer for his crew and passengers.
As the rear portion of the Pave Low was slammed backward from the rock formation, parts of the blazing engine plunged into an auxiliary fuel tank, creating a giant Molotov cocktail. To those crouched around the LZ, it looked like a large bomb exploding. The cabin appeared to pulverize. The aircrew members and the Delta Force team died instantly in a ball of flame and a hail of fragments.
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Wiesbaden, Germany
He opened his eyes, blinked groggily, and looked out. His first impression was of flying over fields of snow, precise white rectangles set in a regular patchwork pattern. Then a particularly bright one sent shock waves to his dilated eyes, like a massive reflection of the sun off the shimmering surface of a lake. It touched off unspeakable jolts of pain in his head. As he slammed his lids shut, he heard voices nearby and the click-clicking of wheels. Slowly he came to realize that he wasn't flying at all. He was rolling. When he peeked out again, he saw that the snowy fields were in reality white ceiling tiles, the mirror-bright lake merely the glass surface of a light fixture. He was lying on his backside staring straight up. When he tried to turn his head to look around, he got another sharp stab of pain for his trouble.
"Where am I?" he mumbled, dazed, to no one in particular. His voice sounded shaky and unnatural. And his mouth, God how dry it was. He must have gone a week without water. He tried to move his right arm but something seemed to be restraining it.
The rolling stopped suddenly and the smiling face of a black-haired young airman in a white coat loomed above him.
"You're in the Air Force hospital at Wiesbaden, Colonel. Welcome back."
Wiesbaden? That wasn't far from his base at Rhein-Main. What was he� slowly he began to experience vague snatches of memory, like old black and white photos pulled at random from a box long hidden in a closet. There had been a crash. But where? When? It was all much too vague. His mind seemed encased in fog.
And then he realized what held his arm. It was connected to an IV tube that snaked out from under the sheet toward a glucose bag hanging out of sight.
"Glad to be back," he said shakily. "I think."
The airman laughed, an odd chuckle. "I'm sure your wife'll be happy, sir. I'll have you back in your room in a jiffy. God knows how long you've been in X-ray."
How long had he been unconscious, he wondered? Then a muffled "tat-tat-tat" sound reached his ears. It sounded arguably like machinegun fire. A fleeting picture stole across the screen of his mental monitor. Guns firing and an explosion that rocked the chopper. It was gone as quickly as it had come, but it left him breathing hard, a chore that seemed to tear at his insides. He felt sweat trickle down his neck despite the coolness of the hospital corridor. As he concentrated on the gunfire-like sound, he realized it was a compressed air drill somewhere outside the building.
"He's conscious, Mrs. Rodman," said the airman excitedly as he pushed the gurney into the room.
And then Karen was looking down at him. He had never seen a lovelier sight, despite the tears in her eyes. She reached out to take his trembling hand and leaned down to plant a gentle kiss on his swollen lips, about the only feature, other than his eyes, that had escaped the yards of gauze that swathed his head. He looked like a mummy, and he wasn't sure just how far removed he was from the ranks of the dead.
"Hi, Babe," he said wearily. "I don't know where I've been, but I'm back."
The airman maneuvered him into his bed, then left to inform the nurses that their patient had rejoined the rational world, if that term could be properly applied to the current international climate. Karen sat beside him and related what she had managed to learn about events of the past two weeks, which were lost completely among the damaged synapses of his memory banks.
Two Iranian medics had been attached to the army unit that shot down the helicopter. After doing what they could to stop the bleeding, the Iranians had transported the two critically injured pilots to the nearest town large enough to support a hospital. There the doctors accomplished some further patching up but gave the men only a slight chance for survival. Both were comatose, with multiple fractures and other life-threatening injuries.
The government in Tehran was having a field day pillorying Uncle Sam over the failed rescue effort. The Iranian president had been hoping for improved relations with the West, but this was the next best thing, a chance to put the Great Satan on the defensive. Upon learning that the pilots were beyond interrogation and likely to die, he consulted with his parliamentary leaders and decided on a new course of action. Rather than send the Americans two more corpses, they would return the men while they were still alive, seizing a unique opportunity to improve Iran's badly tarnished image as a humanitarian, law-abiding member of the community of nations. Arrangements were made quickly to transport the men to nearby Turkey, where an Air Force medevac plane picked them up and flew them to Germany. The American doctors had worked feverishly to stabilize their conditions, then began the slow process of nursing them back to health.
Rodman stared at his wife, wanting to avoid the obvious question, but knowing he couldn't. Forcing a deep breath that made him wince, he said haltingly, "You mentioned Dutch� and me. What about Barry� what about the others?"
Karen held a hand to her mouth as though attempting to seal her lips. Slowly she shook her head. "They didn't make it, Roddy. I'm sorry. Look, it wasn't your fault. Really, you had no way of knowing."
During the next two weeks, Roddy experienced enough aches and pains to make him wonder if death might not have been the easier out. The severe concussion that had obliterated two weeks of his life left him with a continuous headache, dizziness, spells of nausea. In addition, he suffered a total of five broken ribs, which guaranteed maximum discomfort, and several deep facial lacerations that would require more than one round of plastic surgery. His other major injury involved multiple fractures of his left leg. He faced the prospect of several operations involving pins and grafts to restore the leg to a semblance of its former condition. The chief orthopedic surgeon would joke later that he had enough metal in his leg to trigger a major alert should he dare to pass through an airport security scanner.
Dutch Schuler had suffered a compound fracture of his right shoulder and serious internal injuries that kept him on the critical list for several weeks. When they decided to fly Roddy back to the hospital at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida, located on the same sprawling installation as Special Operations Command Headquarters at Hurlburt Field, he asked to see Captain Schuler before his departure.
It was an emotional encounter, their first meeting since the crash. Both knew it was likely their last for a long while. Roddy's wheelchair was pushed into the room where Dutch lay like a human Hi-Fi system, wires and tubes protruding everywhere.
Roddy grasped the thin, cold hand that reached out toward him. He smiled as best he could. God, the man looked like death warmed over.
"Damn, it's good to see you, Dutch."
Schuler's expression didn't change, but his eyes seemed to light up. "I hear you're going home, Colonel."
"Yeah. Back to Florida. That's as much home as any place, I suppose. When are they going to let you out of here?"
"Wish I knew. They say I'll probably go to a hospital near my folks' place. They live in California now, y'know."
"The sunshine should do both of us good," Roddy said, shifting around in the chair, trying to find a comfortable position for that damnable leg. It felt like it was encased in concrete.
"Right. Good place to get out on the tennis court," Dutch said without thinking. Then, as the import of what he had said struck him, he added in a somber voice, "Probably a suntan is all I'll accomplish on a tennis court now."
Roddy winced. The pain was mental, not physical. Dutch loved tennis almost as much as he loved flying. Whether he would do either again loomed as a huge question mark.
It wasn't your fault, Karen had kept insisting. True, the Pentagon had signaled a positive commit. He'd had no warning. Not in the normal sense. He'd had that bad feeling beforehand, but you couldn't abort a mission based on some nebulous premonition. The plain fact was that he had sat in the right seat that night. That was where the buck stopped.
"How's the head, Colonel? You must have gotten quite a lick."
"Yeah. My helmet apparently came off or got crushed somehow. I've got a headache I wouldn't wish on anybody but Saddam Hussein."
One result of the head injury was that most of the details concerning the ill-fated mission still remained clouded in his mind. But he had been troubled by a recurring nightmare in which the muzzle flash fireflies metamorphosed into large missiles that exploded all around him with a deafening roar. This had led to several sessions with a psychiatrist who specialized in post-traumatic stress disorder. The physician was one who had worked with hostages coming through Wiesbaden on their way back to freedom.
"Damned shame about Barry and the other guys," Schuler said sadly.
Roddy nodded and averted his eyes, blinking back the tears. His thoughts were a confused mixture of guilt and hurt and anger and, more than anything, uncertainty. "I'm sorry I got you into this, Dutch. I wish there was some way I could�"
"Hey, Colonel. You did everything you could. Apparently Washington thought everything was fine or they would have alerted us. Somebody on the ground must have screwed up. We got caught in the wrong place at the wrong time."
* * *
As the days grew shorter and the nights cooler toward the end of autumn, Roddy was thankful to be back in Florida instead of heading into the cold of a German winter. He had been assigned quarters on base, which made it convenient for Karen as he was alternately shunted in and out of the hospital for surgery and therapy. There was little to do otherwise but read or watch TV, which he viewed as mostly a waste, except for the football games on weekends. He couldn't watch for very long at a time, anyway. One of the aftereffects of the head injury was a difficulty in concentration. An old friend would occasionally drop by for a drink and a chat, but Roddy found himself becoming more and more at a loss for words. The talk would invariably turn to flying, and all he could think of was the flight surgeon's cautioning him not to hold out much hope for a return to flying status.
One bright, chilly morning toward the middle of December, Roddy sat in his wheelchair beside a window in the den, actually a spare bedroom that Karen had given a homey, informal look. The house was located just off the Gulf of Mexico in a convenient spot for visiting seagulls. Roddy watched two well-fed birds waddle across the lawn like a couple of fat slobs with beer-bellies. Then suddenly they lifted their wings and took off. Those slobs can fly, but I can't. He slumped deeper into the chair.
"That was Mary Jane Marks on the phone," Karen said as she walked into the room. She wore a white sweat shirt emblazoned with red poinsettias and a Santa-style red and white cap, its peak flopped to one side.
He hadn't even noticed the phone ring. Nobody called him much anymore. "What did she want?"
"She and Dan want us to join them at the club Friday night."
Colonel Daniel Marks was commander of the 1st Special Operations Wing at Hurlburt, the outfit Roddy had flown with in Operation Desert Storm. Marks' wife and Karen were close friends.
"I'm not going over there in this damned wheelchair," he said irritably. He couldn't stand any more patronizing from guys with two good legs and faces that bore scars from nothing worse than a razor nick suffered during the morning's shave. Anyway, the thought of dinner turned him off. He seemed to have little appetite except for liquid refreshment. Thank God they had taken him off the medication that had kept him away from Scotch.
"If you don't come out of hiberation soon," she said, "you're going to drive both of us nutty."
"You think I'm crazy?"
She grinned. "I'm not quite ready to sign the commitment papers."
"If Dan Marks wanted me to go, why didn't he call me?"
"Don't be silly," she said, trying to humor him. "Mary Jane is his social secretary."
"Well, tell her my calendar is already full for Friday night." He wheeled his chair around to face the TV, grabbed the remote off a table and switched the channel to CNN. The picture showed a former Beirut hostage smiling and waving from a balcony at the painfully familiar hospital in Wiesbaden. "Enjoy yourself," he mumbled caustically at the picture. "To try and get your ass out of there, Barry Nickens and a bunch of damned nice guys died for nothing."
"Roddy!" Karen gasped, shocked. "That man had nothing to do with your accident."
Accident, hell! It was a damned ambush. Of course, she was right about the hostage. Negotiations had finally brought the captives' release in Lebanon, but that dull ache inside him, a nameless pain that would never quite let go, demanded a pound of flesh for what had happened in the abortive effort to obtain their freedom. And he still had no idea who or what to blame.
Seeing his hang-dog look, she shook her head. "I'm going to the Commissary. Can I bring you anything?"
"You can stop at the package store and get another bottle of Scotch."
Legs spread in a defiant stance, she jammed her fists against her hips. "You'll have to go get it yourself. I don't intend to contribute any further to your downfall."
Karen could not believe what was happening to him. He seemed so far removed from the man she had fallen in love with the day of their explosive introduction. It happened on the sidelines at a football game while Roddy was playing wide receiver for the Air Force Academy and she was a cheerleader for the University of Tennessee. In the fourth quarter, Roddy had caught a pass just inbounds, his off-balance momentum propelling him into a gaggle of cheerleaders. He sent Karen sprawling. He jumped up, helped her to her feet and gasped, "Are you okay?" After the game, he had sought her out to be sure she was not injured. The rest, as they say, was history. She still loved him, but he no longer seemed the same man she had met and married. That crash had not only broken his bones, it had broken his spirit.
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Roddy made inquiries through Special Operations Command Headquarters, to which he was assigned for administrative purposes, but had managed to learn no additional details about how the Easy Street mission had been compromised. "The matter is still under investigation," was the only comment he could get out of the Pentagon. It was an embarrassment Washington would as soon forget.
Unable to focus his growing bitterness on anything else, Roddy directed it at the most convenient target, his wife. The strain between them experienced a welcome reprieve during the holidays, thanks to the arrival of Renee and Lila on Christmas break. The lively pair kept the household in such turmoil there was hardly time for the usual arguments.
Roddy awoke on Christmas morning in a particularly surly mood. His head hurt. His leg ached. He had just doubled the pillow behind his back to prop himself up when Lila came bouncing into his bedroom all smiles, a cushion stuffed beneath her red sweater, a long white cotton beard dangling from her chin. She promptly "ho, ho, ho'd" him into a fit of laughter. It was a sound seldom heard the past few months.
"You look ridiculous in that get-up," he said.
"No more ridiculous than you look in that bed." She grabbed his arm and began tugging him into the wheelchair. "Let's go, Daddy Claus. It's Christmas!"
Renee had been born just before Roddy left on an overseas tour where families were not allowed and did not meet her father until she was a year old. When Lila came along, he tried to make up for what he had missed before. The result was a confirmed daddy's girl. During the holidays, Karen dropped a few hints to Renee about her problems with Roddy but didn't dare say anything to Lila.
The new year brought a return to his bouts of depression, marked by a brooding silence, stimulated by a sense that he had lost control over his destiny. He got a hint of what lay ahead during a curious visit in late January by a man he knew only as "Greg." Roddy sat propped up in bed, two pillows cushioning his back, trying to make up his mind whether it was worth the effort to get up, when Karen appeared at the bedroom door. Towering over her was a familiar face topped by thick sandy brown hair, rumpled from the gray tweed Scottish cap now gripped in one hand.
"You have a visitor," his wife said soberly. "Do you want me to help you up?"
Roddy frowned dismally. He knew she meant well, but he despised hints in front of outsiders that he couldn't take care of himself.
"Don't bother to get up, Colonel," said the visitor. "I can't stay long."
"Come on in, Greg," Roddy beckoned, waving an arm at a rocker near the door. "Pull up a chair and sit down. This is a surprise."
That brought a barely noticeable softening of the man's features, which were notable only in their lack of distinction. "I'll have to agree with you there. I'm not much on social calls. But, then, you were never just an ordinary pilot."
Roddy shook his head with a grim smile. "I'm afraid I'm not any kind of a pilot now." He noticed his wife still standing in the doorway. "Would you fix us some coffee, Karen? As I recall, this fellow could put it away about as well as me."
Greg looked around at her. "Don't go to any trouble�"
"No trouble," she said, turning away. "I have a fresh pot brewing in the kitchen."
Roddy remembered the tall, husky man as a passenger on several flights in places that were decidedly unfriendly. He had both dropped him off and picked him up. It was obvious to Roddy that he was CIA, though Greg never said more than he was employed by a "federal agency." On one occasion, he had been dressed as a Navy commander. The last time he flew on Roddy's Pave Low, he commended the aircraft commander on being there at the right time and "running a tight ship."
"I'm sure you know the story on what happened in Iran," Roddy said sullenly.
"Probably a little more than you do."
Roddy perked up at that. "I haven't been able to get anything out of the Pentagon. I can understand how somebody over there might have tipped the mullahs to our operation, but with all our sources� " He shrugged as his voice trailed off.
"Some friends of mine were involved in setting the thing up," said Greg, slowly rocking back and forth in the chair.
"I suspected as much."
"They tell me that NSA picked up on the movement of the Iranian troops at least half an hour before you got there."
"No shit!"
Greg nodded. "The question is, why didn't somebody warn you?"
"We monitored the damned satellite all the way in after the commit. Never heard a peep out of the White House." The realization that the ambush could have been avoided outraged him.
Both men fell silent as Karen brought in two cups of coffee, then left. Greg leaned forward sympathetically. "Sorry to be the bearer of such disturbing news, but I thought you ought to know."
"I appreciate it," Roddy said, letting the hot coffee soothe his churning emotions. "Some bastard at NSA must have screwed up royally and passed the word on too late. I wonder why it hasn't come out yet?"
"They rarely give public acknowledgement of NSA intercepts. It's called protecting intelligence sources. Also protects people who don't like to admit their failures. Particularly when it involves the White House."
"But the Air Force has investigated for months. Why didn't they turn it up?"
"I wouldn't be surprised if it doesn't involve more than we know," said Greg in a warning tone. "Be careful, Colonel. You're in a dangerous position."
"You really think so?"
Greg nodded. "You've been hurt enough. I wouldn't want to see anything else happen."
"Thanks for the concern."
"You probably aren't aware of it, but you saved my ass a couple of times. I owe you. Let me know if I can ever be of help."
As it developed, Roddy found out what he meant hardly a week later, on a chill, gray morning at the first of February. When he answered the doorbell on crutches, having graduated from the wheelchair after his last round of therapy, he found two men dressed in business suits. One carried a briefcase. From their appearance, they might have been life insurance salesmen, but Roddy knew better. They produced identification cards from the Air Force Office of Special Investigations and asked if they could come in.
It was Karen's day for bridge at the officers club, and Roddy led them back to the den. He switched on a reading lamp to brighten the room, which was bleak and shadowed in the morning gloom.
The agents appeared to have been paired for their dissimilarity. One was tall and lanky, with a dour face, the other short and heavyset. He had a small black mustache. The lanky one introduced himself as Evanston.
"The Inspector General has renewed the investigation into just what went wrong in Operation Easy Street," he explained in a bored voice, draping his long, thin frame at an angle across one end of the sofa. He had an annoying habit of squinting his eyes frequently as he blinked.
"Lots of luck," Roddy said offhandedly. "I'd sure as hell like to know myself. Nobody has talked to me about it since the debriefing I had over in Germany."
"I believe the earlier inquiry was inconclusive," Evanston acknowledged. "Some new facts recently came to light."
At the agents' prodding, Roddy recounted the mission from its inception to the fateful plunge into the Zagros Mountains.
"One thing puzzles me," said the squat man, who had identified himself as Godwin. "When we talked to Captain Schuler, he said you never mentioned changing to the new satellite and frequency. You know, the one for the alternate national command channel." His mustache was twisted by a puzzled look that silently demanded why?
Roddy folded his arms deliberately, his forehead rumpled, the frown pulling at a spot recently occupied by several stitches. Were they talking about the same mission? He had never heard anything about a new satellite. "Why, for God's sake, should I have mentioned anything like that?"
"Major Bolivar briefed you on the change just before takeoff," Evanston said, squinting even more than usual. "But according to Schuler, you had him using the originally planned alternate. Which, of course, was out of service."
At that, Roddy pushed himself straight up in his chair and stared at the investigator. "What the hell are you talking about? Major Bolivar never told me any damn thing about any change in channels. If he�"
"Did Bolivar call you aside before you left the briefing room?" cut in Godwin.
Rodman thought back to that September night in Kuwait. He had been able to recall only bits and pieces when they had first interrogated him at the hospital in Wiesbaden. But in the long, dismal months since, most of it had come back painfully clear. "Yeah." He nodded, remembering. "Bolivar said General Patton wanted to remind me that our first priority was to get the passengers safely out of there."
Evanston glanced at his notebook. "And then he told you there was trouble on the originally planned FLTSATCOM satellite, so they were changing the alternate."
"The hell he did!" Roddy blurted. Then the possible import of the agent's words slowly seeped into his mind. "Just what the devil are you implying?"
"We're not implying anything," said Evanston. "We're just trying to establish the facts. It was originally assumed that you didn't receive the recall message because of equipment failure. With the physical evidence all destroyed, it was a logical conclusion. But somebody reviewing the file recently noted neither pilot had mentioned the alternate national command channel change. Captain Schuler reported receiving the commit signal on only the primary. That raised some questions."
Roddy's frown had changed to a scowl as he listened. "Let's back up a minute. What the hell is this about a recall message?"
"When they discovered the operation had been compromised in Iran, General Patton sent a recall message on the new alternate frequency. That was an hour and forty-five minutes into the flight. Since the satellite with the original channels had gone out, it was transmitted on the new alternate. Schuler said you were monitoring the wrong satellite and never received it."
Roddy stared in disbelief, brows knitted. That was confirmation of Greg's story about the National Security Agency learning the mission had been compromised, but a recall message? An hour and forty-five minutes into the flight? He would have turned back instantly and hightailed it out of Iran. Barry and the other guys would still be alive and he and Dutch would be somewhere playing tennis.
They had changed the alternate channel. Could Major Bolivar really have given him that information and he neglected to pass it on to Dutch Schuler? Was his memory playing tricks now and suppressing a terrible gaffe?
No. It wasn't possible. Anything that important he would have written immediately on his note pad and passed on to Dutch when they did the "comm" check during preflight. Somebody had their facts all screwed up.
"When did you talk to Dutch� Captain Schuler?" he asked. Except for a Christmas card, they had not been in touch since he had left Germany.
"Last week," Evanston said.
"In California?"
"Yeah. At the hospital in California."
"How was he? Did his shoulder get well?"
Evanston shrugged and squinted. "We didn't inquire about his health. He seemed pretty nervous�"
"Shaky." Godwin smoothed his mustache absently.
"Yeah, shaky. He seemed to have a problem talking about some of the details, particularly about the ambush."
After the agents had left, Roddy poured himself a glass of Scotch and sat bent forward like a hermit hunched over a fireplace. His mind was a jumble of confusion, a beehive of questions buzzing about blindly in search of answers. He picked apart everything the two men had told him, pondering it like pieces he was trying to place in a giant jigsaw puzzle. It made absolutely no sense. He was positive there had been no mention of a frequency change. Why had Major Bolivar made such a statement? He winced at the thought of that recall message they had never received.
He was glassy-eyed and incoherent, an empty whiskey bottle in the floor at his feet, when Karen returned from playing bridge.
The following day, he called the hospital in California and was told that Captain Schuler had been released. After a few more attempts, he reached Dutch's parents. What he learned from the copilot's father was disconcerting.
"The Air Force said he needed total rest," reported the elder Schuler, a high school coach who had been inordinately proud of his son's tennis accomplishments. "They sent him to a place in Idaho. I guess you'd call it a resort. It's back in the mountains with no telephones, no radio, no TV."
Roddy knew exactly the sort of place. Like the hunting lodge he had visited with his father back in his boyhood days. Good food, fresh air and total isolation. Evidently Dutch had been plagued by more than an occasional nightmare. He wondered if Schuler had been close to losing it altogether. Surely he hadn't believed that story about his aircraft commander forgetting or disregarding instructions to monitor a different alternate channel. It was absurd. Idiotic.
But a few weeks after the interview with the investigators, he learned to his complete dismay that others, much higher up, had indeed believed. First was a news story that indicated the plumbing in the Pentagon's storehouse of secrets had sprung one of its famous leaks. According to an unnamed source, someone's dereliction of duty had caused the tragic loss of the helicopter in Iran. Finally, after demands from Congress and editorial flights of fancy in the press, the Air Force identified the culprit as the senior pilot, Colonel Warren P. Rodman.
Roddy's life had been on a roller coaster ever since he opened his eyes that morning at the hospital in Wiesbaden. It had been mostly downs, but there were a few ups � notably the restoration of his face to a near normal appearance and the first timid movement in his leg after extensive therapy. But this news seemed to shove him onto the final downhill slope.
The disagreements with Karen intensified, mostly over his drinking. In the past he had always been calm, composed, undaunted. It was devastating to Karen to watch helplessly as he seemed to come completely unglued. One afternoon when he complained that she had hidden the Scotch, she blurted, "Damn it, Roddy!"
That got his attention. She seldom used four-letter words.
"You may need a crutch for your leg, but you don't need one for your mind. That booze will land you in the gutter, and I'm not getting down there with you."
He gave her a caustic look and said in an equally bitter voice, "This damned leg is going to keep me from flying. So what good is my lousy mind, as fuzzy as it's been anyway?"
She shook her head vigorously. "Flying isn't the beginning and the end of the world, Roddy."
"Maybe not your world."
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The motto of the Air Force Special Operations Command was "Air Commandos � Quiet Professionals," but the final chapter of Operation Easy Street proved anything but quiet. The mission's spectacular failure had been loudly chortled by Iran and mercilessly hashed and rehashed by the American media. A court-martial growing out of the operation would normally have been held in secret, but the editorial writers and TV commentators had demanded that whoever was responsible for the loss of nearly a dozen soldiers and airmen should be held publicly accountable.
The large room at Hurlburt Field set aside for the military court activities looked almost pristine in its lack of decor, not a single picture of a flyer or an aircraft, neither a map nor a poster, nothing to relieve the boredom of solid white walls. It was not by accident. The Secretary of the Air Force had decreed that nothing should be done that might contribute to the "media circus" everyone feared. Nevertheless, the room was crowded with a large contingent of news people, plus a variety of uniformed attendants and functionaries. The trial opened on an unusually hot day in May with the air conditioning system toiling overtime to maintain everyone's cool.
Colonel Rodman, in dress uniform with all his ribbons arrayed colorfully beneath the silver wings on his chest, walked hesitantly into the room with the aid of a cane, heavily favoring his left leg. He took his seat at the defense table while his wife, a solemn but striking figure in a simple pink dress, moved into the first row of chairs behind him. She sat rigidly, her face like a porcelain mask that might shatter at any moment. Things were at the breaking point between them, but to abandon him now would have been unforgivable. Though the girls had wanted to come, it was exam week in college, and Roddy had insisted they remain at school.
The ten members of the court-martial filed in, led by Brig. Gen. Elliott Wintergarden, a prematurely gray officer with the confident stride of a man who had long since carved his niche in the pantheon of fighter jocks. He looked about the room with eyes as cold and blue as the skies in which he had earned his reputation.
The charges were read, accusing Colonel Rodman of "gross negligence" in monitoring a communications channel he had been ordered to change, resulting in the loss of his aircraft, the death of four aircrew members and six passengers, and of "recklessly disregarding his duty as aircraft commander" by failure to advise his copilot of the change in communications procedures.
Roddy faced the court and pleaded "not guilty" to both charges.
* * *
The prosecution was represented by a smooth-talking colonel named Ralph Finch, a military lawyer who prided himself on his convictions. He had been hand-picked by the Air Force Judge Advocate General. A short, balding man who looked as though a cigar belonged in the corner of his broad slash of a mouth, Finch called General Philip Patton as his first witness.
The Chief of Staff had the guarded look of a beleaguered cavalryman riding into an Indian camp. He was highly suspicious of the press and knew he could not afford the slightest slip. They would have his scalp in an instant. Beginning with a self-serving explanation that much about the operation was still classified, he briefly described the Easy Street mission. He was then asked by Colonel Finch about the purpose of the primary and alternate communications channels.
"Command and control are among the most vital elements of any military operation," Wing said in a pedantic tone. "Since a mission of this type required the aircraft to maintain total radio silence, command was necessarily a one-way street. The aircraft commander, Colonel Rodman, had the responsibility to carry out the mission according to the Air Tasking Order, unless instructed over the secure channel to deviate from it. He was given both a primary channel and an alternate, should problems develop with the primary."
"And did you give Colonel Rodman instructions to deviate from the mission as planned?" Finch asked.
"I did. When I had reason to believe the mission had been compromised, the President was informed. He ordered the mission terminated immediately. I made the radio call myself, three times, instructing Colonel Rodman to abort the mission."
"Was the radio call made on a channel different from what was called for in the Air Tasking Order?"
"Yes," Patton said. "There was a problem with the scheduled communications satellite. We were assigned an alternate channel on a different satellite."
"And was this communicated to the defendant, Colonel Rodman?"
Wing Patton's heartbeat ticked up a notch and he took a deep breath before answering, recalling the crumpled, doodle-scarred note in the White House Situation Room wastebasket. "I gave the information to Major Juan Bolivar, who communicated it to Colonel Rodman just prior to takeoff."
"Objection!"
Colonel Paul Pitts, Roddy's defense counsel, rose to his feet. He was tall and thin and as tense as a bowstring. Though a competent attorney, he had specialized in contracts, not the Uniform Code of Military Justice or the tricks of lawyers who regularly practiced in the courtroom. But he knew hearsay when he heard it. "I submit that what Major Bolivar may or may not have said is hearsay."
"Sustained," said Colonel Wilburn Gridley, a beatle-browed legal officer who served as the military judge.
As if taking that as his cue, Colonel Finch called Major Juan Antonio Bolivar to the witness stand.
* * *
Roddy watched closely as the stocky young officer was sworn and took his seat. He noted the random gestures that betrayed the obvious tension the major was under, a darting tongue that moistened parched lips, hands that twisted nervously in his lap. The dark eyes shifted warily behind gold-rimmed glasses.
To Roddy, it clearly signified the officer's intention to lie again, though he realized others in the room might not perceive it in that light. What he could not understand was why Major Boliver had lied in the first place. Initially, he had thought Bolivar might be covering up his own failure to pass along the satellite information. But the Major had just come from talking with General Patton. Taking that into consideration, it made no more sense than the premise that Roddy himself had forgotten to act on it or to pass it along to his copilot.
He recalled how, after the briefing, Bolivar had gone out to the C-20B Gulfstream jet that had brought him from Washington to call General Patton. The Major returned shortly to say that everything was still "go," then gave him a personal message from Patton that had nothing to do with the alternate frequency.
Now Roddy listened as Bolivar, under Colonel Finch's careful questioning, recalled General Patton's message. Nervously clearing his throat, he lowered his head slightly, looked over the top of his spectacles and added, "Then I told Colonel Rodman about the new FLTSATCOM satellite and the changed alternate channel."
The prosecutor removed some papers from his briefcase and handed them to Bolivar. "Do you recognize these?"
"Yes, sir. It's the Air Tasking Order for the mission. The copy I took with me from Washington."
"And is this your handwriting on the back?"
"Yes, sir."
"Tell the court what you wrote there and when."
Bolivar cleared his throat and swallowed hard. He took out a handkerchief and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. The air conditioning system clearly could not cope with the state of his nervous system. "It's the information General Patton gave me on the new alternate channel for the mission. I wrote it down while talking to him in the aircraft, just before going back into the hangar to tell Colonel Rodman."
Actually, he had written it after returning to Washington and being confronted by a man sent by General Patton, a menacing stranger who convinced him that he had no choice but to do as instructed. The message was clear. Should he fail to cooperate, not only would he find himself out of the service, but his father, a government employee in Texas, would also be haunting the unemployment lines. Or worse.
Colonel Finch entered the order as evidence, then continued with a raised eyebrow. "Did Colonel Rodman write down the information when you gave it to him?"
"No, sir," said Bolivar, almost in a whisper.
"Did you not think that unusual?" Finch's voice echoed an exaggerated disbelief. Like most good trial attorneys, he was an accomplished actor.
"Yes, sir. Very unusual. I� I thought maybe he was one of those people with a photographic memory."
To Roddy, Bolivar sounded like a very lousy actor, somebody throwing out rehearsed lines, and doing it poorly. He turned and whispered harshly to Paul Pitts, "The bastard's lying through his teeth. The whole damned thing is a farce."
Somebody had coached him on this, Rodman thought. But who? Any why?
* * *
Finch called as his next witness Captain Peter Schuler.
Dutch winced as he walked into the room and saw his old commander and tennis pupil seated grim-faced at the defense table. He wanted to offer a smile of encouragement, but he wasn't sure how it might be taken. Instead, he gave only a nod of recognition, a feeble acknowledgement that all was not well with the world, but what the hell could he do about it?
It had been a month since Colonel Finch had flown in to see him at Hoover's Haven, the rustic lodge hidden back in Idaho's River of No Return wilderness area, where the Air Force had exiled him to soothe his emotions and replenish his strength. The doctors had done all they could. He had never heard of any banged up officer being farmed out to a place like this, but he offered no objection. For a bachelor who loved the outdoors, it was like turning a kid loose on a new playground. He soaked up the clear mountain air, watched the wild deer that wandered through the grounds and, weather permitting, hiked the trails that meandered along in partnership with the musical rush of waters of the Salmon River's Middle Fork.
The setting was ideal for healing. The meals were sumptuous, served ranch style at long tables, and he took advantage of the heated swimming pool to help whip the old body back into shape. He followed the exercise routine prescribed by the therapists. In April, rafters began to appear on the river. With no radio, no TV or telephone, the only news he received came by letter from home or through the newspaper that arrived via twice weekly flights into the small airstrip beside the river.
Since he bypassed the newspapers most of the time, choosing to enjoy his ignorance of the world's current problems, he was caught completely off guard when Colonel Ralph Finch appeared in the middle of April. He accepted the colonel's vigorous handshake with little emotion, figuring him for another Air Force shrink here to check his mental reflexes. But as soon as they were seated at the heavy wooden table in the oak paneled card room, Colonel Finch dropped a bomb.
The short, chubby officer sat back with arms folded and calmly announced, "You'll be one of our key witnesses at Colonel Rodman's court-martial next month, Captain." When he saw the shock on Schuler's face, he added, frowning, "Does that look mean we have a problem, or have you not read the papers lately?"
"What are you� court-martial?" Dutch stammered.
"You've been out here in the sticks since February, and nobody's told you a damn thing, right?"
Dutch fought down a growing sense of outrage. "Sir, what the hell is this court-martial business about?"
"For your information, Captain, the illustrious Colonel Warren Rodman was directly responsible for the fiasco that landed you in this godforsaken place."
Obviously Finch, a product of Phildelphia's Main Line, was not a connoisseur of the backwoods. But he was a master of painting his quarry black, and when he had finished his tale, Dutch Schuler sat in a daze, unsure what to believe. It seemed almost incomprehensible that Roddy could have done what they claimed. Yet considering what Colonel Finch had said, what other explanation could there be? He recalled the strange line of questioning by the OSI agents just before he had left the hospital.
Dutch had wanted to call Eglin and hear Colonel Rodman's side but never had the chance. The only means of communication at the lodge was a shortwave radio used to maintain contact with the Hoover's Haven office in Boise. During the weeks that followed, he sometimes found himself squeezing both palms against the sides of his head, as if somehow that might concentrate his thoughts and summon every ounce of memory from that September night of horror.
Had there been any distraction, any sign that Roddy might have been preoccupied, any evidence of confusion that could account for such a lapse of memory? Dutch recalled that the Colonel had been unusually quiet while he chatted with Major Hardin about Desert Storm. But when they climbed into the cockpit, Roddy had a typical wisecrack. "The President and the Chief of Staff send their warmest regards, and have a nice flight." Then he had turned strictly business, meticulously scrolling down the checklist item by item. They had made the normal communications checks, including a test of the national command authority channel. He had queried Sgt. Nickens about a rise in engine temperature but was satisfied with word that Barry had checked it out after the flight from Saudi, confident it was only a gauge "running hot."
Dutch found he had been left in the dark on just about every aspect of the case. He was unaware of the trial date until the day before, when word came by radio that a plane would pick him up that afternoon. He was flown to the F-111 base at Mountain Home, then hustled aboard a C-20B for the flight to Eglin.
* * *
Roddy watched his former copilot stand in front of the witness chair to be sworn. Appearance-wise, Dutch had recovered almost completely from his ordeal, though he looked considerably thinner than before. He seemed to have no difficulty raising his right hand. Maybe he would be able to play tennis again after all.
At Colonel Finch's prompting, Schuler confirmed Major Bolivar's account of calling the aircraft commander aside following the briefing. And, in a dispirited voice, he acknowledged that the Colonel had not mentioned any change in the alternate channel nor had he adjusted the radio to alter the originally briefed frequency.
"How would you describe the Colonel's mental state prior to the mission?" Finch asked. "Was he nervous, apprehensive� perhaps skittish or anxious� maybe so preoccupied that he could have forgotten a vital part of his briefing?"
"Objection." Colonel Pitts rose behind the defense table. "This witness is not qualified to testify as to the defendant's mental state or what might have resulted from it."
"Sustained," said Colonel Gridley.
"Just tell us how Colonel Rodman acted before the flight," Finch countered, knowing he had already made his point.
"He wasn't nervous," Schuler said, shaking his head. "Unusally quiet, maybe. He didn't say if anything was bothering him."
Roddy winced, remembering his bad feelings about the mission.
Under cross examination by Colonel Pitts, Schuler gave an emotional endorsement of his former aircraft commander. "I've never known him to lie," the captain testified. "He's the most competent pilot I've ever flown with."
The case for the defense began appropriately on a clouded, cheerless morning. It consisted primarily of character witnesses, colleagues who had flown with Roddy, served under him and over him. In calm, sincere voices, they painted a picture of a skilled, conscientious officer and pilot, a commander who was both liked and respected by his men, a professional who knew the rules and treated them with biblical respect. Last to take the stand was Colonel Rodman himself.
He described the scene before the mission, agreeing with everything Major Bolivar had testified to except for the part about the alternate channel change.
"What would you have done if the major had given you new alternate channel instructions?" Pitts asked pointedly.
"The same thing any aircraft commander would have done. Written it on my pad and told Captain Schuler during the preflight."
Colonel Pitts asked him to describe the injuries he received in the crash, and then, softening his voice, he added, "Do you feel any responsibility for the deaths of the four airmen and the soldiers killed in that ambush?"
Roddy's eyes turned watery and his voice choked as he answered. "Those young men� my aircrew� they were some of the finest young people on the face of this earth. I would never have done anything to endanger their lives." Roddy took out his handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes. "You ask me about responsibility. The only responsibility I feel is for having chosen them to take part in that mission." As he spoke, all the hurt and hate that had been gathering inside him these past few months, like storm clouds in a summer sky, suddenly reached the saturation point. It could no longer be contained. Something had to give. And as with storm clouds, it would inevitably be violent. In his brain a tiny warning light flashed red, but his rational self was no longer in control. His eyes hardened into black stones and his words spewed out like a stream of venom.
"Somebody screwed up this damned operation somewhere, and caused those deaths, and they're trying to railroad me for it. And, by God, I'm bitter as hell!"
A hushed silence filled the room as eyes suddenly widened with displeasure along the table where Roddy's peers sat in judgment. Colonel Pitts' jaw sagged noticeably. It was something he had not anticipated, but it was out and there was no way he could cram those words back into Roddy Rodman's mouth. He knew if there was one thing the military couldn't countenance, it was a sore loser, someone who covered his misfortune by taking a swipe at the system. A proper career professional should open his mouth only to swallow his medicine.
Considered in the aggregate, the case was essentially a stand-off. One man's word against the other. The character witnesses had scored a sizeable number of points in Roddy's favor, and his record as a pilot in and out of combat was impressive. But there were enough extenuating circumstances, which seemed to back Major Bolivar's story, to allow sufficient justification for the court to go either way. To a man they would have denied it, but the final decision was undoubtedly influenced by Colonel Rodman's untimely outburst.
When the deliberation ended and Roddy stood facing the court, the verdict resounded in his ears like a sinister pronouncement from some ancient Greek oracle. As to the charges and specifications, on both counts, "Guilty!"



PART II
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Minsk, Belarus
May 1995
A burly militiaman, his black hair coarse enough to have been cut from a horse's mane, leaned against the doorway of the small apartment and stared impassively at the body sprawled in the hallway. A police photographer was busily reducing the victim to a series of 35mm negatives, as close to immortality as the luckless man would come. It was the fifth floor of a colorless high-rise, typical of the massive monuments to Marxist-Leninist tedium that housed most of Minsk's million-and-a-half population, stark reminders of the dark era that most people believed had ended with communism's demise. Chief Investigator Yuri Shumakov was not so sure, particularly with all the uncertainty about the future course of his country's big bear of a neighbor, Mother Russia.
As the photographer stepped aside, the investigator stooped for a closer look at the fatal head wound. His expressive gray eyes held a questioning look as they peered out through large, horn-rimmed spectacles. Then, as he bent closer to the body, the strong odor of alcohol assaulted his nose. So what's new, he thought? Careful to avoid the blood that had pooled on the floor, now darkened like weathered red paint, he turned the man's head to check the back of his scalp.
"His brother-in-law had the gun," said the militiaman, eager to show that he had the situation well in hand. "He's inside the apartment with Detective Kahn. He's an absolute wreck. Both of them had been drinking. Seems he was showing the gun when this fellow reached out to take it. He thinks his finger must have caught on the trigger. Anyway, the gun went off. I was down the street when they called."
Shumakov stood up. "How tall is he?"
"Who?"
"The man with the gun."
The militiaman frowned thoughtfully. "He's� ah� about your height, I'd say."
Shumakov measured exactly 1.75 meters, approximately five feet, nine inches. He studied the prone figure dressed in brown slacks and rumpled blue shirt. The hands were calloused, rough as pine bark, smudges of black beneath the fingernails. A mechanic perhaps. Definitely not someone who pushed a pencil. He might have been lying there asleep, except for the nasty hole right in the center of his forehead.
"Ask Detective Khan to step out here," Shumakov said.
The burly militiaman summoned Omar Khan, who was jokingly called "Genghis" by some of his fellow officers. He stepped through the doorway a few moments later, a dark, stocky, youthful man with a bland Uzbeki face. It was the militia's job to investigate a case up to the point of arrest, but Khan did not normally handle homicides. Of course, if the militiaman was right, this was no homicide, simply a tragic accident. But Khan had a bad feeling about it. He had asked Investigator Shumakov, with whom he frequently worked, to come over and offer his opinion.
"Khan, would you estimate this man's height about the same as mine?" Yuri asked.
The detective nodded. "No more than a few centimeters shorter."
Shumakov glanced back at the body. "I think we had best look for a motive, my friend."
"No accident?"
"Did you check the position of the entry and exit wounds?"
Khan pointed to the front and back of his own head. "Here and here."
"To get that kind of trajectory, your man must have been showing the pistol by aiming it at eye level." He held his arm straight out, index finger pointed like a gun barrel at Kahn's head.
"Which isn't the way he told it."
People had a tendency to lie about homicides they committed, Shumakov reflected. He motioned Khan to accompany him inside the apartment, where the assailant huddled morosely beside an empty vodka bottle. It took only a few minutes to coax a confession. The deceased, who worked at a motorcycle factory, was a wife beater, according to the brother-in-law. His sister, four months pregnant, had called him over because her husband had been out drinking and threatened to maul her when he returned. She had been sent to her mother's and was not yet aware of the tragedy. The pistol was a 6.35mm TK semiautomatic with one cartridge fired. That was one of the less desirable by-products of democracy, Shumakov mused. Firearms were much easier to come by now than in the tyrannical old days under communism. But the brother-in-law would not likely have used it without the fortification of vodka. That was one fact of life that hadn't changed. Alcohol still lay at the root of most personal tragedy in the Republic of Belarus, formerly Soviet Byelorussia.
Like Omar Khan, Yuri Shumakov normally would not have been involved in this case. Homicide had been his specialty during his early years as an investigator for the prokuratura, or city prosecutor, but for some time now he had been assigned to more complex investigations involving major financial crimes.
"He's all yours, I'm happy to say," Shumakov told the detective when they were finished. He already had twice as much work as he could handle comfortably. "Could I bum a ride?"
"You didn't drive?"
The investigator shook his head. "My old Zhiguli has been undergoing major surgery. The transmission sounded like a meat grinder. It should be ready if you can take me by the garage."
Out in the hallway now it looked like a militia convention. Detective Kahn gave instructions to send the body to the morgue and assigned two officers to take the brother-in-law in for booking.
As they drove toward the garage, the young detective complained about drawing too many assignments that were outside his field. Shumakov leaned back and gazed out the window as he listened. Random splashes of color marked flower boxes blooming beneath windows and on apartment balconies. Here it was well into May and he had been so bogged down with an unbroken string of cases that spring had passed him by almost unnoticed. There had hardly been time to view the roses, much less stop and smell them.
"Thanks for giving me a hand on this," said Kahn. "I know you're terribly busy."
"I was getting writer's cramp from all the reports on my desk."
"They say old Perchik keeps loading you up with difficult cases because he's jealous of all the publicity you get."
Yuri Shumakov had heard the rumors that Sergei Perchik, the current Minsk city prosecutor, derisively referred to him in private as "the Giant Killer." His notoriety had come following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the rise of the Commonwealth of Independent States. He had developed the case that resulted in the successful prosecution of a high-ranking KGB official, the general who had overseen the internal security apparatus in Minsk and Kiev. The officer had been found guilty of funneling state funds into a Swiss bank account and of pirating state property for sale on the black market.
The case had won Shumakov a promotion to chief investigator. In his new position, he had taken advantage of American offers to provide training assistance to the fledgling state. After polishing up his shaky knowledge of English, he had spent a few weeks at FBI headquarters in Washington, then observed police work in several large cities across the U.S. On his return, he had been instrumental in helping to organize a crime computer network between the major cities in the commonwealth.
When the old city prosecutor died the following year, his replacement quickly tired of hearing about the exemplary work of Chief Investigator Shumakov. He was a highly political animal who did not take kindly to anyone stealing or sharing his spotlight.
"You listen to too many rumors, Kahn," Yuri said.
"Ha!" The detective frowned. "I suppose you think it's just a rumor that Ivan Strelbitsky is getting ready to take us into his new empire."
Yuri shook his head. "The man's a dolt."
Strelbitsky was the highly-publicized, far-right nationalist whose party had won big in the election for the new Russian parliament. Dubbed "Ivan the Terrible" by the Western press, he had called for using nuclear weapons, deporting the Jews, taking back Alaska and absorbing the lost republics into a new "Russian empire." Although Yuri joked about him, what Strelbitsky represented was no small threat. After more than three years of working at independence, Belarus and the other former Soviet republics were still struggling. Unfortunately, Russia controlled such critical commodities as oil. The Russian president, a moderate, had managed to keep the nationalists at bay by courting the generals and modifying the pace of reform.
Now there was a move under way to work out a new arrangement for the CIS, a method of binding the commonwealth states closer together. It would be an attempt to assure that none of the newly independent republics fell by the wayside. A meeting was scheduled in Minsk for July. Some of the controversial steps being proposed included a new common currency, creation of a super-cabinet that would work toward closer economic integration and a new unified military command. One suggestion that had been quickly shot down called for a commonwealth police organization. Memories of repression by the old KGB were still too fresh in most people's minds.
The meeting was to include all the heads of state and their chief advisers. The impetus for the session had come from a "grass roots" movement. Commonwealth Coordinating Committees had been set up in every republic and had lobbied hard for the realignment, arguing that new measures were needed to bring order out of the chaos. Most of the committees appeared to be well financed and run by persuasive political operatives. Shumakov's boss, Sergei Perchik, served as chairman of the Belarus committee.
Yuri was concerned about the state of the commonwealth, but he knew that Belarussians had faced much worse. The Great Patriotic War (known elsewhere as World War II) had devastated their land, wrecked its economy, leveled its cities and wiped out a quarter of its population. Postwar industrialization had provided a firm base for private development under the new democratic state. Yuri had marveled at the process, watching a free enterprise system actually begin to rise, albeit hesitantly, in fits and starts, from the ashes of communism's centrally planned economy. He found it little short of miraculous.
"Miraculous." The word drifted about in his mind like a catchy refrain. His mother, God rest her soul, would likely have called it a true miracle from heaven. She had never faltered in her faith all through the years of religious oppression. But even the lighting of a thousand candles could not have brought her out of the depression she had suffered at the death of her younger son, Anatoli, in a military accident back in 1991. She had died the following year, still grieving, heartbroken that the army had not sent back his remains for a proper Christian burial.
Yuri had felt it best that he not tell her why. The military had informed him that only bits and pieces of his brother's body had been recovered.
"Are you planning to go by militia headquarters?" inquired Omar Khan.
Shumakov was thankful for the interruption. His thoughts were drifting into an area that he had placed off limits, a section of his mind purposely locked and sealed like a room filled with explosive fumes that could only spark more grief.
"No, Kahn," he said happily. "This is your case. Take it and run."
* * *
Back at the small, cramped room with its single dusty window, where he worked amidst the clutter of a rickety desk, a filing cabinet and a table piled with newspapers, books and overstuffed folders, Shumakov found a message to call someone identified as Vadim Trishin. The name turned up no flags in his mental cardfile.
When a man's voice answered, he spoke in a weary voice. "Vadim Trishin, please. This is Chief Investigator Shumakov." Had he held down a normal job, like an office worker or a factory hand, he would already have been on his way home. He hoped this call wouldn't open any new can of worms that would require immediate efforts to corral its slippery occupants. He had promised his wife he would be home for dinner this evening, hardly an everyday occurrence.
"Yuri Shumakov?"
"Correct."
"Brother of Captain Anatoli Shumakov?"
He frowned and took a deep breath before replying. "Yes, I am Captain Shumakov's brother."
"I served in Ukraine under your brother," said Trishin. "He was a good officer, tough, but fair."
"I appreciate your comments, Mr. Trishin. How can I be of help?"
"I'm visiting friends here in Minsk. I live in Brest," Trishin explained. "I saw your name in our local newspaper recently and wondered if you were the Yuri Shumakov the captain had mentioned. I have some photographs I thought you might like. I took them the day before he� the day before� the accident." Mentioning it sounded painful to him. "Would it be convenient for me to drop by there in the morning?"
Shumakov hesitated, twisting his face into a frown. He pulled off his glasses and tapped them on the desk. How could you explain to some total stranger that you loved your brother and you felt enormous pride at his achievements as a soldier, but that bringing back memories of Anatoli and his tragic death would be like pouring alcohol on raw flesh? Extremely tormenting. Something he did not need. Of course, he couldn't explain it, and so he said, "Sure. How about nine?"
"Fine. See you then."
* * *
Surprisingly, Yuri made it home on time for dinner. The apartment was unusually quiet as his two teenage sons were visiting with their mother's younger brother, a former star center forward who had played in the World Cup tournament not too long ago. The older boy, Petr, had visions of following in his uncle's footsteps. Yuri didn't want to dampen his enthusiasm, but he wasn't sure the youth had made the necessary commitment to reach that level of achievement.
Larisa detected an undercurrent of tension in her husband the moment he arrived home. The excessive demands of his job in recent months had left him moody at times, but tonight he appeared distracted, like his mind was off somewhere in space. He usually stopped to give her a kiss and a smile, though it was often a weary one. Tonight he walked right past her with only a lifeless, "Dinner ready?" As if she were a waitress or some hired babushka who cooked meals. Actually she was a nurse and worked a full day the same as he.
"Why the dark mood?" she asked as they sat down at the fold-out table in the livingroom, which doubled as a bedroom for the boys. Her fondest wish, besides having Yuri at home more often, was for a larger apartment.
"What dark mood?"
"No kiss, no smile. Something unusual must have happened today."
He shrugged. "A drunk murdered his brother-in-law. I wouldn't call that unusual."
He was a hard one to pump for information, she thought. Probably because he was in the business of asking questions, not answering them. Anyway, he was much more introspective. She was the expressive one. "Very well, if you didn't do anything worth talking about, I'll tell you about my day."
He frowned at the beef on his plate. "Please do."
"We had a team of American doctors who explained new developments in laser surgery. It seems they use it for nearly everything over there these days. Everything from eyes to kidney stones to gall bladders. Remember old Viktor Bobrov who lived in that horrid apartment on Surganova? We got to watch them remove his gall bladder." She stopped and looked across at Yuri, frowning. "Am I boring you?"
"No, I love to hear about gall bladders."
Small, childlike and disarmingly frank, Larisa had long, silky, light brown hair that she piled atop her head when in her nurse's uniform. Her soft brown eyes, pert little nose and upturned mouth gave her an angelic look, though she could be tough as a leather boot when the situation required it. She folded her arms primly. "Tell me the cause of this blue funk."
"Blue funk?"
"It's an American expression for the mood you're in. Something else I learned today."
"The problem is� well, I had a call. I'm not looking forward to meeting someone in the morning."
"Who?"
He told her about Vadim Trishin.
"He has pictures of your brother?"
"Made the day before Anatoli died. I'd just as soon not be reminded."
"Don't be silly. I'll bet they show your brother smiling, contented, pleased with himself. Just the way you'd like to remember him."
"That explosion is a part I'd prefer to forget."
"It's been over three years now, Yuri. Don't you think it's time to quit dodging the subject? You've got to accept his death and go on. Just enjoy the memories of how he was when he was alive."
Yuri knew it was sound advice, but he couldn't divorce himself from the mind of a criminal investigator. He found it difficult to accept something that he could not explain. The military had never given him a satisfactory accounting of the terrible accident. Yet accidents didn't just happen. His training and experience told him that everything occurred as the result of cause and effect. Somebody pulled a trigger, somebody died. Somebody falsified records, some enterprise lost its money.
He had pressed the Defense Ministry in Moscow for answers but got only innocuous replies with the feeble declaration that "the matter is under investigation." Then came the breakup of the old union and a period of uncertainty over the status of the military. The new government in Kiev demanded elements of the army on its soil swear allegiance to the Ukrainian state. Yuri was unable to pin down just who was now responsible. After several months, he gave up in disgust. But he wasn't happy about it, never would be until he knew the truth. He didn't believe Larisa would ever understand. She didn't think the same way he did. She had a nurse's compassion, an attitude of forgive and forget.



11

Vadim Trishin was not much older than his son Petr, Yuri Shumakov noted. He had entered the army at eighteen. There was an openness, an almost naive brashness that gave you a warm feeling about him.
"I got out and came home when they insisted I become a Ukrainian soldier," he explained as he sat in the weary wooden chair beside Yuri's cluttered desk. He was dressed neatly in a business suit that looked like it had just come off the rack.
Yuri leaned back and propped one foot on a half-open drawer. "What do you do now, Mr. Trishin?"
"Please, call me Vadim. Last year an American company opened a joint venture in Brest to make vacuum cleaners. I went into their training program. Now I'm a salesman."
"A salesman� like a clerk in a store?"
Vadim grinned. "The Americans say a salesman is someone friendly and helpful. Not like our store clerks. They gave the applicants an odd.test. At a reception they had us circulate around, make as many friends as possible in fifteen minutes."
"How did you do?"
"When they came to me, I called off the names of fifteen people I had met. They couldn't believe it. I had learned some memory tricks from an uncle several years ago. Using mnemonics, word association. Recalling those names was a snap."
He would probably make a super salesman, Shumakov reflected. "Well, I wish you lots of luck," he said. "How long were you in my brother's outfit?"
"About a year and a half, I guess. I wasn't much of a soldier, but he promoted me to private first class. I thought a lot of him." Trishin took an envelope from inside his jacket, opened it and spread a few photographs across a corner of the desk. "These are some I made of the Captain."
Yuri studied the images of the stalwart young officer in battle dress. In one he stood outside a metal building that was marked by a large banner that read "No Smoking! Munition Storage Facility."
"Is this the building that exploded?" he asked, pointing to the picture.
Vadim sobered for the first time. "That's it."
"Was Anatoli very strict about the 'no smoking?' Things like that?"
"Absolutely. Some of the guys were a little thick-headed. He pounded it into them at every turn. Nobody would have dared bring a cigarette inside the barbed wire perimeter. He even had the telephone and the radio checked for possible sparks."
"Then what do you think caused the explosion?"
Vadim's expression was one of obvious distress. "I'd really prefer to forget it."
That took Yuri by surprise. In the past, he was the one who had attempted to suppress memories of that terrible event. But after his talk with Larisa last night, he had made up his mind to go after the answers he thought he deserved. "I'm sure it must have been quite traumatic."
"I used to have nightmares. I was a guard at the gate. Even that far away, the blast flattened me. Luckily, my partner manned a machinegun in a nearby foxhole. He got my gas mask on just in time." He dragged the memories out slowly, painfully.
"Your gas mask?"
"They had chemical weapons stored in the building. A nerve agent, for one."
"That probably accounts for some of their reluctance to give out any information." Yuri looked back at the photographs. Larisa was partially right. Anatoli appeared to be smiling, though it was an odd, contemplative sort of smile. "I fought the army for months trying to learn what happened. Never got any satisfaction."
"I'm not surprised. They were touchy over the C/B weapon contamination."
"All they would ever tell me was it's still under investigation. As far as I know, the investigation was never finished."
"I think you're right."
Yuri looked up. "Why do you say that?"
"I ran into an officer from the battalion about a year ago. He told me with all the turmoil at the time, so many leaving the service� you know, people transferred everywhere, officers dismissed, not knowing what country was in charge. They finally just closed the investigation. Sent the files to the defense headquarters in Kiev."
Buried somewhere in a vault like the scattered remains of Anatoli and his luckless soldiers, Yuri thought. Nobody would ever know the truth. Nobody would ever bear the blame.
"I've half a notion to demand that they re-open it," he said bitterly.
Trishin frowned. He spoke in a hesitant voice. "It might be best for the Captain to just let it lie."
"Why?"
"Are you familiar with the other investigation?"
"What other investigation?"
The young man pondered for a moment, then said, "A few months before that exercise, an inventory showed a number of weapons were missing from our unit. Some self-serving bastard started a rumor that Captain Shumakov had been selling the stuff. Anybody who knew him knew it was ridiculous. But there was an investigation that got right nasty. Two sergeants were eventually convicted for the theft. They couldn't find anything the Captain had done wrong, but it really hurt that he'd been accused. One of the senior sergeants told me about it. Captain Shumakov was afraid it would affect his future chances for promotion."
Yuri shook his head sadly. "I knew something was bothering him the last time he came home. He just shrugged it off when I asked if he had a problem."
"I don't know how much that entered into the investigation of the explosion, but I can imagine if it was re-opened, your brother's name could get blackened in the process."
* * *
Later that day, Yuri was summoned to the prosecutor's office. Large and airy, it was a stark contrast to that of a mere chief investigator. Sergei Perchik's office commanded a panoramic view of the city. The beige carpet was so thick it gave Yuri the feeling of walking on air. Everything looked solid and substantial, from the ornate picture frames to the sturdy wood furniture. The reason was simple. The Minsk prosecutor was a powerful man. He controlled investigations, arrests and prosecutions and had the final say on sentencing. He supervised paroles and release of prisoners and exercised oversight of governmental bodies. The prosecutor's power had been only slightly curtailed since the Communist Party was removed as his primary patron.
A small, heavy-set man with a fringe of gray hair, Perchik sat in a large chair behind a walnut desk. Except for the absence of a crown, he reminded Yuri of the little king in a book he had read as a child. Perchik was a skilled attorney, but he had won this job through being a skilled politician. Like thousands of other citizens of Belarus, he was an ethnic Russian, born in Moscow. He had been sent to Minsk as part of a team of investigators for the Party Central Committee in the early years of the Brezhnev era. With the demise of communism, he had changed his stripes. Yuri had heard that Perchik might even be a candidate for Chairman in the future.
As Chief Investigator Shumakov approached, Perchik donned a contrived smile and said, "Come in, Yuri Danilovich. Have a seat. How are the boys, Petr and Aleksei?"
Like all skilled prosecutors, Perchik was something of a psychological chameleon. He could change moods in an instant. But Yuri was caught off guard by this sudden improvement in the prosecutor's attitude toward him. "Petr is almost ready for university," he replied guardedly, "but he dreams mostly of being a star center forward, like his uncle Grigori."
Perchik nodded. "And what of Aleksei? Does he dream perhaps of becoming a lawyer, a public prosecutor?"
Yuri was tempted to laugh. Instead, he merely smiled. "I don't think so. He's still too busy just being a boy."
Aleksei was a collector of stray dogs and cats. If anything, he would be a public defender. He would have been absolutely appalled at the city prosecutor's courtroom demeanor, where he could become the Devil's own brother, spearing his victims with questions delivered like barbed pitchforks.
"I have a special assignment for you," said Perchik with a sobering look. "It will require you to turn over any really pressing cases to other investigators. Those of lesser importance can be put on hold temporarily."
What kind of assignment could he have in mind, Yuri wondered? Was it really some sort of scheme to ease him out? "I have a few cases that need to be pursued immediately. How long will this assignment last?"
"A month," said Perchik. "I had a call this morning from the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet."
Yuri raised an eyebrow. "Chairman Latishev?" Belarus did not operate under a presidential system. The top official was the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet, the position Gorbachev had held in the old USSR.
The prosecutor wasn't quite able to eliminate the note of surliness in his voice as he replied, "Yes. Your investigation of the Kah-Geh-Beysh-nik general left you rather famous, as you know. He wishes to borrow your services."
"The Chairman� borrow me? Why in the world�"
"A matter of considerable urgency, he assured me. I'll let his people give you the details. Latishev made it clear this would be a highly confidential assignment. He suggested that you pretend to be working on a complex case for me, personally, as a liaison with the Belarus KGB."
"The KGB?"
In the aftermath of the Soviet break-up, many of the former republics had done radical surgery on their portions of the old Committee for State Security, the KGB. Russia had renamed its trimmed down organization the Ministry for Security, then abruptly replaced it with another agency following the 1993 elections. But the KGB in Belarus had kept its head down during the coup of August 1991 and managed to survive relatively intact. Its primary responsibility had changed, however, from spying on the citizenry to combatting economic crime. That had resulted in overlapping of effort with Yuri Shumakov's work, causing a bit of a rivalry to develop. But the Belarus KGB was still interested in maintaining a low profile, and its leaders had worked to contain the rivalry within manageable bounds.
"Curious, isn't it?" said Perchik. "I told him I could spare you for one month. You're to report to General Borovsky at KGB Headquarters on Komsomolskaya Ulitsa. I will expect you to keep me posted on your progress."
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From his looks and manner, General Borovsky might have passed for one of the new breed of aggressive business executives. He was dressed neatly in a dark gray suit accented by a fashionable blue and yellow tie. He had an expressive face topped by an abundance of wavy red hair. Happily single at present, he had two main passions in life, his job and the local soccer team. There was an undercurrent of restlessness about him, as though he had fifteen tasks to accomplish and time for only ten. Welcoming Shumakov with a firm handshake, he quickly closed the door.
"I'm familiar with your work, of course," he said, taking a seat behind an unimposing wooden desk. Flanking the framed photograph of Chairman Latishev on the wall at his back was a pair of blue-and-white Minsk Dynamo banners. Several photographs of soccer players also appeared on the wall.
"The local militia officers speak very highly of you," said Borovsky. "I'm pleased, but a little surprised, that Perchik agreed to let you help us."
"I'll be happy to do what I can, General. But I have no idea what this is all about."
Borovsky replied with a question. "In your investigation of the general who headed the old KGB here, you turned up evidence of money funneled into a Swiss bank account. Were you able to determine what was planned for those funds?"
Yuri shrugged. "Nothing specific. You might call it rainy day money."
"And for him, the rain poured." Borovsky grinned. "I wonder if he had some specific rainy day in mind? Take a look at this."
He handed Yuri a rust-colored folder with several sheets of paper inside. The investigator's frown darkened as he read. It was a confidential report compiled by a special section of the Russian internal security agency, one intensely loyal to the president. Agents following anonymous leads had uncovered evidence of Swiss bank accounts that had been established by former high level KGB officers. Since there was no proof of any illegality, Swiss banking laws prohibited disclosure of details such as amounts or names associated with the accounts. Over the past six months, some of the money appeared to have made its way back into the Commonwealth of Independent States. Russia, Belarus and Ukraine were specifically mentioned. Couriers were believed to have brought in substantial funds, but where they had wound up and for what purpose was anyone's guess. The trail had ended abruptly. Two former Soviet KGB officers were strongly suspected of complicity in the affair. Both had been sacked following the abortive coup attempt in 1991. In recent months, the men were known to have been systematically visiting capitals of the former Soviet republics. Identified as General Valeri Zakharov and Major Nikolai Romashchuk, they had now faded from view.
The report said the ex-KGB men had close ties to the faction that attempted to oust Gorbachev. There was insufficient evidence to link them to the current noisy nationalists or reorganized communists. It suggested maintaining a careful watch for signs of additional clandestine funds or a reappearance of Zakharov or Romashchuk.
"What do you make of it?" Shumakov asked, his brow deeply furrowed.
"You can be damned certain they're up to no good. Chairman Latishev is afraid they might cause us some problems during the CIS meeting here next month."
"In what way? Demonstrations? Disruptions?"
"Anything is possible, including some kind of plot to undermine governments of the CIS."
"Really?"
"I wouldn't rule it out." Borovsky ran his fingers through the curly red hair. "As you know, I was brought in from the outside. When I took over, there were still portraits of Lenin and busts of Dzerzhinsky around the building. I've tried to weed out the worst of the old crowd. But there are still too many I'm not sure of. That's why I wanted you. I have been assured that you are non-political. In addition, you probably know as much as anybody about how the old boys worked."
Borovsky had always enjoyed a challenge, but he had never faced one quite like this. He suspected disloyalty among some in the government, but had no proof. He was gambling a lot of faith and hope on the abilities of young Yuri Shumakov.
"That KGB investigation was one I thoroughly enjoyed," Yuri admitted.
"Do you think there could be any connection between the people you helped prosecute and this Russian report?"
"I would tend to doubt it. I think their problem was plain old greed. They didn't appear to be concerned with anything beyond their own billfolds."
"When you were wrapping up the case, didn't you work with investigators in Kiev and Moscow?"
"Right."
"Do you still have contacts in Kiev?"
Yuri smiled. "An excellent one."
"Good. Let me caution you to be very careful. This report was shared with us because of Chairman Latishev's close relationship with the Russian president. If anything about it should leak out, it could cause major complications."
"With people like Ivan the Terrible?" Yuri inquired.
"Him in particular. But there are a lot of other politicians, both here and in Russia, who question the need for the commonwealth. I don't worry so much about the loudmouths. It's people who work behind the scenes that scare the hell out of me."
Yuri looked thoughtful. "Sergei Perchik expects me to keep him informed."
General Borovsky shook his head vigorously, his hair dancing like flames. "You discuss this only with me, Shumakov. That's straight from the Chairman. He specifically ruled out Perchik."
"He's sure to ask what I'm doing."
"Tell him where you're traveling, if it's necessary. But any details about the investigation are a secret we don't share with anybody. That includes spouses."
It sounded like a call for professional suicide, but Yuri knew there was a little of the kamikaze in him anyway. "Any suggestions on where I should start?"
"I've put out some feelers around here. I suggest you visit your Ukrainian friend and see what you can turn up there. Are you available immediately?"
"I have a few loose ends to tie up, cases that have to be turned over to others. I can leave for Ukraine the first of the week."
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Kiev, Ukraine
The drive past the croplands southeast of Minsk, down through the area of lakes, woodlands and swamps known as the Polesye, then paralleling the mighty Dnieper River through the northern edge of Ukraine to Kiev, gave Shumakov ample time to ponder the mission he had been handed. As General Borovsky had indicated, at this point it was all theory. The Swiss bank accounts, the money flow into the commonwealth and the pair traveling among the capitals could have any number of meanings. It could involve setting up a legitimate new business venture. More likely, he speculated, they could be bankrolling some shady enterprise. That might be of interest to the prosecutors, but it would certainly have no bearing on the future of the government, the topic that had stirred the concern of Chairman Latishev and General Borovsky. Yuri's task was to check out the ominous possibilities and attempt to find who the money was going to, and for what purpose.
It was mid-afternoon when he arrived in the Ukrainian capital, a bustling metropolis of two and a half million people, after Moscow and St. Petersburg the largest city in the commonwealth. Happily the small black Zhiguli had made the trip with no problems, despite a constant vibration that sounded like the engine might be anxious to part company with the frame. Yuri and Larisa had been looking hopefully to the day they could afford a new car. Maybe an import, certainly something better than this aging Russian rattletrap.
At a squarish structure with tall, gaping windows perched high above the valley occupied by Kreschatik, Kiev's central boulevard, Shumakov headed for the office of Chief Investigator Oleg Kovalenko, his counterpart in the Ukrainian capital. Kovalenko was a large man with a double chin and black hair brushed straight back from a receding hairline. His easygoing manner and quick, broad smile gave him the appearance of a pliable teddy bear. Shumakov knew better. Though Kovalenko usually got what he wanted with a little flattery and a dash of charm, if that didn't work, he could become an unyielding block of granite.
"Yuri Danilovich," Kovalenko called from the doorway of his office. He rushed out to greet his friend with a crushing bear hug. "Why didn't you tell me you were coming? I would have invited some colleagues for an evening of camaraderie."
Shumakov smiled. "That's why I didn't call ahead, Oleg. I prefer to keep a low profile this trip." He also preferred a leisurely evening of good food and small talk to Kovalenko's "camaraderie," a raucous night awash with vodka and tall tales.
Kovalenko rolled his eyes suggestively. "Traveling in secret? What are you, a Chekist now? Come on in and tell me why Sergei Perchik has you traveling around the commonwealth."
Yuri grinned. Chekist was a term that had been used for the KGB. It held a derogatory connotation for most people. The Cheka was the first Soviet secret police organization, founded in 1917 by Feliks Dzerzhinsky, a grim-faced Belarussian. What would Kovalenko think if he knew the truth, Yuri wondered, that he was, in fact, working temporarily for the head of the Belarus KGB?
He followed Kovalenko into the office, which was furnished considerably better than his own. The desk was larger, the chairs newer. Yuri was impressed that his friend even had his own copying machine. An investigator with several more years of experience, Kovalenko also possessed the clout of a man who knew what skeletons hung in which closets among the Ukrainian high and mighty.
"How is that old bastard Perchik?" Kovalenko asked as he settled into his chair like a plump brood hen covering her nest.
"He is his usual charming self. I'm just following-up on my old investigation. Remember how our KGB general had all that cash stashed in a Swiss bank account?"
Kovalenko nodded.
"Heard of anything like that going on lately?"
Kovalenko looked thoughtful. "Not exactly like that. But there was an odd case just last week of a former KGB man picked up at the Hungarian border. He was bringing in a large amount of Western currency. Claimed he won it gambling at a casino in Budapest."
"Did he have the money hidden?"
"Under the rear seat of his car. Said he was afraid he might get robbed. The man was no dummy. That's a damned good possibility these days."
Shumakov nodded. "He would certainly do well to hide it if he got around the parking lots of our big hotels in Minsk."
"You have a problem, too?"
"It's a zoo. Those lots are overrun with prostitutes, money changers, kids competing to wash your car or peddle junk." No one seemed to have the resolve to clean it up, he reflected. "How did the border guards happen to find the money?"
"Pure bare-assed luck. They had a tip about a Chechen drug smuggler. This fellow happened along at the wrong time. His car was similar to one they were looking for. They found the smuggler later. But when they searched this unlucky bastard's car, they turned up bundles of dollars and marks."
"Was he Ukranian?"
"Yes. But he had worked in Moscow. We found him listed in your crime computer. That's how we knew he was former KGB. He had been under investigation, but there were no outstanding warrants. The militia officer who questioned him was inclined to believe his story. Said if he'd been up to something illegal, he surely wouldn't have used his real name."
Probably not involved with the group General Borovsky was interested in, Shumakov thought. He was aware of a few Belarussians who had made a killing at the gaming tables in Budapest. Still, there was one other possibility. "Do you know if he had visited any countries other than Hungary?"
"I don't recall. It wasn't our case, of course. I only got into it because somebody here let him out of jail without authorization."
"Why was he in jail if they believed the gambling story?"
Kovalenko walked over to a filing cabinet and began rummaging through a drawer. "We decided to hold him until we checked with Moscow. Be sure they had nothing on him. Of course, we would have needed a warrant to hold him more than three days. The Russians sent back a request that they be allowed to question him, but by that time, the fellow was long gone."
"Why did they let him go?"
Oleg Kovalenko pulled a folder from the drawer and returned to his desk. "A man posing as a militia officer got custody of him, supposedly for questioning. Let's see. You wanted to know where else he had been?"
"Right."
Kovalenko thumbed through the papers. "I think there was something in here� yes, here it is. Passport. Besides Hungary, there are stamps for Austria. Two. He must have gone through Austria and come back in again."
"Hmm� but no other countries?"
"No. Odd, isn't it?"
"Not if he entered Switzerland. The Swiss don't stamp passports."
Kovalenko leaned back, locking his large fingers behind his head. "Are you thinking the money might have come from there?"
"It's a possibility." Yuri shrugged. "What was his name?"
"His passport identifies him as one Nikolai Nikolaevich Romashchuk. Formerly a major, Second Chief Directorate."
Yuri Shumakov stared at his friend. Nikolai Romashchuk, one of the two former KGB officers identified in the Russian report as systematically visiting commonwealth capitals. He was virtually certain now the man had been to Switzerland, withdrawing cash from a secret bank account. But what was it intended for, he wondered? Some operation here in Ukraine? Or was this just a transit point? Romashchuk obviously had a contact in Kiev who knew of his capture and set up the release from jail. Who else was involved with him? Then another possibility came to mind. Could Romashchuk have been spirited across the border into Belarus?
Too many unanswered questions, Yuri thought disconsolately. Had he run into the same dead end as the investigators in Moscow?
* * *
Early the next morning, Yuri sat in a small, undistinguished cafe beyond Kreschatik Street with a view of the towering St. Vladimir Monument, a bronze statue that looked down benignly on a hilly, wooded park. He and Oleg Kovalenko listened to a crusty old detective named Voronin as the three of them sipped glasses of black tea into which jelly had been spooned and stirred. A short, stocky man, Voronin had a booming voice that made you think of a small hound with a deep, throaty bark. He had dealt with the seamier side of life for so long that he tended to consider it more the normal thing than respectability.
"Yeah, me, a guy who's listened to every damned alibi ever invented, and I believed him. I must have lost my touch. Maybe it's time I put in for retirement."
"No, no, not and leave us at the mercy of this new bunch of young radicals," Chief Investigator Kovalenko objected. "I've tangled with too many youthful militia officers who insist on doing things in unorthodox ways. Hell, they don't even know to come in out of the rain. They would insist it was 'communing with nature.'"
Voronin shrugged. Built like a small bull, all shoulders and no neck, he was also endowed with the bull's menacing air. In combination with a quick fist, it made him a formidable inquisitor. But at the moment he seemed bent only on self-flagellation.
"I shouldn't have been taken in. But I'll give the bastard credit. He was as convincing a liar as I've ever run across."
"He said he was on holiday?" Shumakov inquired.
Voronin nodded. "Claimed he was a security consultant. Worked for an industrial firm in Moscow owned by Germans. When we checked that out, it was a lie, too. Said he had collected a big bonus and headed to Budapest to try his luck."
The waitress brought a refill of hot tea and Shumakov smiled. Ah, the wonders of privatization. He had to pinch himself at times to be sure it was real after years of enduring the sullen, often grudging service in state-run restaurants. He looked across at Voronin. "Any idea who the person was who got him released?"
"The jailer provided a good description, but we haven't been able to identify him yet. He had on a militia captain's uniform and seemed to know his way around. Either he was local or had local help."
Yuri took a cautious sip of tea. "Has anybody reported a stolen uniform?"
"You've got to be kidding!" blurted Voronin. "That would be nearly as bad as admitting somebody stole your weapon."
Shumakov frowned. In other words, the degree of honesty was dependent upon how its result might reflect on you personally. Better to forego the crime than undergo the derision. So much for the fantasy of the honest cop.
"At least we wound up with Romashchuk's cash," said Kovalenko, smiling. "Whatever scheme he had in mind will have to wait."
Shumakov knew that outcome would remain to be seen.
* * *
The transition from Soviet republic to independent state had brought efforts to improve the criminal justice system, but in Chief Investigator Yuri Shumakov's view, they had moved at the pace of a lava flow. Although Chairman Latishev was a dedicated reformer, too many of the troops down the line were holdovers from the repressive old regime of the past. They wore their new allegiance like an ill-fitting suit. Nobody was interested in reform if it meant a loss of power and perks.
Inevitably, a man of ambition attracted petty jealousies, but most of Yuri's colleagues viewed him as a tireless worker possessed of an inquisitive mind. Indeed, he was considered a highly capable investigator, a possible candidate for promotion to the position of prosecutor. But there was another less obvious side to him. Only a few close friends were aware that besides a forward-looking mind, he possessed a soul steadfastly attuned to the past. He was a closet history buff. For Yuri Shumakov, nothing was more stimulating than the intriguing twists and turns of history. Likely it was an extension of his fascination with the role of the criminal investigator, which was a constant exercise in discovery.
Kiev excited his imagination. Sometimes called "the Mother of Russian cities," this was where it had all begun. With Oleg Kovalenko tied up in court most of the day, Yuri seized the opportunity to explore Pecherskaya Lavra, the Monastery of the Caves (founded in 1051), the city's most historic landmark, a marvel of tombs and underground churches. Steeped in Communist Party dogma from early childhood, Yuri had understandably rejected the God of his mother's faith, but over the years he had learned a healthy respect for the moral precepts of her religion. He came to realize that it beat hell out of the pragmatic moralism of the clenched fist, the old might makes right dictum of the now-discredited communists.
Yuri became so absorbed in the history he was uncovering that he emerged into the daylight with barely enough time to get back to meet his friend at four o'clock. It had been one of those days for a harried Oleg Kovalenko. He shook his head wearily as they entered his office.
"Too damned many people still think in the old ways," he said as he dropped heavily into the chair behind his desk. "I'm convinced that old Bolsheviks will never change."
"True. They still believe the state should run everything and tell everybody what to think and what to do," Yuri said. "I doubt if most of those characters have had an original idea in years."
"Well, one of my old friends in the Defense Ministry gave two of them something to think about today."
"How's that?"
"We had a case involving the theft of a military vehicle. The culprits were two diehard communists, ex-soldiers. Their defense was that we couldn't prosecute them for stealing the truck because it didn't belong to us in the first place. We illegally took it from the Red Army, to hear them tell it. The prosecutor put Colonel Ivan Oskin on the stand and he ripped them apart. Wound up saying they represented the kind of flawed thinking that got us into the Afghanistan fiasco."
Mention of that bloody and useless campaign darkened Yuri's face. "My younger brother went through hell in Afghanistan," he said. "But he survived. Then somebody in the glorious Soviet Army screwed up, got him killed in an explosion. It was in an exercise down toward Nikolayev back in ninety-one."
"You never mentioned that before," said Kovalenko. "An explosion?"
Something his friend had said a moment before stuck in Yuri's mind. It recalled former Private First Class Vadim Trishin's remark about the accident report. He cocked his head to one side. "You say this Colonel Oskin is an old friend?"
"Goes back to my army days. That was a long time ago."
"And he's in the Defense Ministry?"
"Right."
Yuri explained about the abortive investigation of the explosion and his unsuccessful attempts to learn something about it from Moscow. He added that he had heard the file was ultimately sent to the Ukrainian Defense Ministry.
"Do you think Colonel Oskin might have access to the report? I'd give anything to get a look at it."
Kovalenko pulled the telephone across his desk and looked up a number. "We'll damn sure find out."
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Lima, Peru
The Hungarian passport identified the neatly dressed man as Laszlo Horthy. Unlike his experience in Minsk, he was not using his real name of Nikolai Romashchuk. He carried a letter of credit from a high official at a major international bank in New York. It had been passed to him by an American contact during a brief stopover at John F. Kennedy International Airport. The letter called him a businessman from Budapest and requested that he be given all possible assistance. He was ushered into the Lima banker's office by a pretty secretary, a mestizo, of Indian and Spanish ancestry, with long black hair and dark, twinkling eyes.
A bachelor in his late thirties, the ex-major had no trouble passing himself off as a high-flying businessman. His training as an intelligence officer had prepared him for assuming whatever role the situation required. Like a creature from the wild, he adapted effortlessly to his surroundings. A man of medium height, trim as a distance runner and as light on his feet as a boxer, he was blessed, considering his profession, with a face that attracted no particular notice. Fortunately for his libido, the ladies did not find it unpleasant.
The office was as bland as its occupant, a heavyset man named Vargas who exhibited a banker's ingratiating smile. He had gray hair, sagging jowls and thick glasses.
"Buenos dios, Se�or Horthy," Vargas said in a syrupy voice. "Welcome to Lima. I trust your flight was enjoyable?"
Romashchuk shook the outstretched hand. It felt as lively as a sponge. "I'm not my best at flying over oceans," he said with a shrug.
"Please sit down." Vargas motioned toward a chair. He accepted the letter and Romashchuk's passport and studied them carefully.
"I'm sorry I won't be able to see more of your fair city," Romashchuk said, thinking of the busty secretary out front. "But I'm running on a tight schedule." Get the cash, meet the contact, approve the deal, hand over the earnest money. He would be back on the plane headed for the Continent before nightfall.
"Then I won't delay you," said Vargas. "Everything appears to be in order. I'll have someone bring the funds in, you can sign for them and be on your way."
A few minutes later, a mousy looking man came in with a cloth bag filled with bundles of Peruvian currency, twenty thousand dollars worth, which he counted out and placed into Romashchuk's attache case.
Back downstairs in the bank lobby, Romashchuk found everything looking normal and called the number he had memorized. A businesslike voice instructed him to be at the Plaza de Armas in twenty minutes. It was a short distance away, a pleasant walk beneath the late fall sun. He strolled past a row of older structures of Spanish architecture as lunchtime coaxed crowds of brightly-dressed office workers and shoppers onto the sidewalks. He kept a tight grip on the handle of his attache case. He had already endured a lengthy browbeating from General Zakharov for the loss suffered in the Ukrainian border incident. That had been the result of pure bad luck. He was determined that luck would not enter into the equation this time. Under no circumstances would he part prematurely with this horde of cash. He carried a small semiautomatic under his jacket, and he was prepared to use it if necessary.
Reaching the plaza, he found it flanked by imposing structures representing three seats of power � the presidential palace, the city hall and the cathedral. A military band was lined up smartly in front of the palace, ready for the ceremonial changing of the guard. He wandered past a cluster of gawking tourists being lectured by a half-shouting tour guide, pacing himself to arrive precisely at the appointed time. He glanced at the cathedral with indifference. Nominally an atheist, he was in fact a man of no great ideological conviction but one who had chosen sides long ago and felt no need to change now. He rather enjoyed the role of spoiler.
As soon as he reached the designated spot at curbside, a battered VW bug sporting a red and white "taxi" sticker, a look-alike for hundreds that swarmed Lima's streets in search of passengers, skidded to a stop beside him. The driver leaned across the worn seat and gave him a toothy grin.
"Se�or Horthy?"
It sounded like "Orty" with the Spanish pronunciation. He nodded and climbed into the small car. The dark-skinned driver immediately whipped out into traffic. "We will be going into the suburbs," he said. "Take us maybe thirty minutes."
* * *
The neighborhood was one of those called pueblos jovenes by a self-conscious bureaucracy, "young towns." Ordinary citizens knew them better as barridas or squatter shantytowns. They had been created by people unable to eke out a living in the harsh countryside. Over the years, some succeeded in transforming their flimsy structures into substantial homes fashioned of wood and adobe. Others still occupied makeshift shacks that were little better than what they had left behind.
Peru suffered all the ills that came with high unemployment and underemployment, an abundance of poor cropland and an infrastructure that would not support efforts to mine its wealth of minerals. This had led to a dramatic rise in terrorism over the past few years by the Maoist guerrilla group called El Sendero Luminoso, The Shining Path. They had plagued various areas of the countryside and attacked government officials in the cities.
The "young town" that the taxi driver swung into was completely controlled by The Shining Path. The house where the driver deposited Nikolai Romashchuk was a nicely upgraded squatter home currently occupied by a guerrilla leader known as "El Grande Pedro," Peter the Great. Romashchuk had enjoyed a big laugh on first hearing the name, but he showed nothing but the greatest respect when he stood before the towering, black-haired Peruvian, a man who easily weighed three hundred pounds and carried a large pistol strapped to his waist. Though the government had succeeded in capturing Jacob Guzman, The Shining Path's founder, El Grande Pedro still reigned supreme in his bailiwick.
Romashchuk was frisked and relieved of his pistol. "You won't need that in here," said his massive host, "but you are wise to carry it with that briefcase."
Skipping the pleasantries, they promptly got down to business. "According to the agreement," Romashchuk said, confirming the arrangements negotiated earlier by an employee of the Libyan embassy who still maintained liaison with his old KGB contacts, "you are to provide us a team of five experienced men. At least three able to speak English. Two will be competent drivers, one an experienced welder."
"They are already chosen," replied the big man, who believed he was dealing with a Hugarian communist named Laszlo Horthy. "They have been trained by Libyan commandos to fire all types of weapons, including RPG's and mortars. They will be ready to go when you give us the word."
No doubt the Libyan commandos had been trained by KGB personnel, Romashchuk mused. "Good," he said, pleased that everything appeared to be in order. "We will give them a little specialized training of our own. I trust you will be ready to take credit when their handiwork becomes apparent?" The last thing his people wanted was to be identified with the actions that were planned.
El Grande Pedro laughed as he did everything else, exorbitantly. "You're damned right!" he roared, and the laughter rumbled from his throat. "I don't know how your country stands to benefit from this, Se�or Horthy, but the world will learn that El Sendero Luminoso has very long arms."
Satisfied, Romashchuk opened his attache case. "As promised, this is the first installment."
El Grande Pedro smiled but turned to one of his lieutenants. "Count it."
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Kiev, Ukraine
Yuri Shumakov hurried through breakfast. He was anxious to get on with the meeting Oleg Kovalenko had set up, hopeful that he might at last be near some answers to why his younger brother had died. He found the morning pleasantly mild as he walked briskly along busy streets flanked by blooming chestnut trees. He found his friend waiting at the entrance to the Defense Ministry building. They were promptly ushered to a section that dealt with army operations. Colonel Ivan Oskin beckoned them into his office.
A tall, burly man with a reddish face, Oskin looked like he had just come from a run in the cold, though the cold was barely a memory with summer in full flower. He shook hands with Yuri. "I never had occasion to meet your brother, but I was assigned to the 24th Division. I transferred out before that terrible accident."
"Did you locate the investigative report?" Yuri asked.
Oskin tapped a thick folder on his desk. "It was necessary to get it declassified so I could show it to you. I told them you were the top criminal investigator in Minsk. With the meeting coming up, cooperation with Belarus is officially applauded."
"I trust it wasn't too much of an inconvenience," Kovalenko said.
"Not really. The army has too many other knotty problems to worry about now. This is ancient history, you know. Nobody was very concerned about it."
Just as he'd thought, Yuri reflected as he took the folder from the Colonel. He began to thumb through it as Oskin and Kovalenko turned to rehashing the case that had brought them together in court the day before. When he came to photographs of the disaster area, he was struck by the devastation. Obviously Vadim Trishin was lucky he hadn't been any closer to the building. It looked like the aftermath of an aerial attack.
He found a summary of the interrogation of several witnesses, including Private First Class Trishin. Apparently there had been multiple inspections that day, one by officers from 24th Division Headquarters and another by a KGB team. Trishin and his partner, who were guarding the compound entrance, reported the KGB delegation had left shortly before the explosion.
There was a note about the need to follow up with an inquiry to headquarters of the Committee for State Security in Moscow. If it was ever acted upon, the file contained no evidence of a reply.
He found a brief summary of the earlier theft investigation Trishin had mentioned. It indicated they were unable to find a connection between the supply officer and the sergeants who were convicted in the incident. But the mere fact of its being there gave credence to Trishin's concern.
Then he came across the autopsy report on Captain Anatoli Shumakov.
He felt a churning in his stomach and the skin crawled at the back of his neck as he read how the head had been severed by the blast. It was identified as his brother by dental records. He wasn't sure he really wanted to go on, but since he had come this far, there was no stopping now. Not until he came across an item that stopped him cold � a description of the bullet hole made by a 7.62mm round that had entered the center of the forehead and exited from the back of the head. A diagram of the trajectory showed the bullet traveling straight through Anatoli's brain.
The image of a hapless homicide victim lying in the hallway of an apartment building in Minsk immediately flashed across Yuri's mind. An accident? He hadn't bought it then, and he didn't buy it now.
What were the odds of that occurring from a random shell detonating as the result of a fire and explosion? Infinitesimal, he thought. But why had the military not questioned it and dug into the matter further?
As he leafed through the file, the answer became apparent. There were no conclusions anywhere. The investigation had been shunted aside in the midst of the confusion that had engulfed the military following the collapse of the Soviet Union. The report was never completed, apparently never reviewed by any central investigating authority. Likely part of the problem had been a reluctance to delve further into an incident involving the release of chemical agents, with the risk of undesirable publicity at a critical time. The world was already focused on the monstrous nuclear arsenal that bedeviled the commonwealth governments. The last thing they wanted was something else to muddy the international waters.
Yuri looked for the section dealing with C/B weapons. It was the only part still bearing a "restricted access" notation. He wondered if someone had slipped up and left it in. At any rate, it revealed that there had been four 82mm chemical mortar shells stored in the building. They were loaded with a nerve agent, an organophosphorous compound that was dispersed as a deadly mist on detonation of the rounds. Luckily only one soldier had been a victim of the gas, his body found not far from the building, a look of convulsive terror on his face. Dried vomit was caked on the front of his uniform.
Yuri noted speculation as to why the chemical troops had found only limited evidence of the release of the nerve agent. Considering the strength and direction of the wind present at the time, the concentration of four exploding shells should have sent a cloud of deadly mist toward the camp where the rest of the battalion was housed. But, again, no conclusions had been drawn.
Also stored in the destroyed building were several canisters of an experimental neurotoxin, a small-molecular-weight peptide that would affect the brain in a way to produce fear and erratic physical and mental behavior. Again, little evidence of these toxins was found. There was speculation that they might have been consumed by the intense heat of the explosion and fire.
"Find anything in there to satisfy your curiosity?" Colonel Oskin inquired as Yuri placed the file back on his desk.
"Some hints. Some speculation. But they drew no conclusions. Just left everything hanging." The hints led to some crucial questions, but he did not think this was the time or the place to begin his search for answers.
The colonel nodded and gave a shrug of futility. "Not the first problem the army ever left hanging. And not likely the last."
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Zurich, Switzerland
The sleek white executive jet settled smoothly onto the runway at Zurich's Kloten Airport and taxied to the ramp in front of a private hangar. The tail number identified it as American, but there was no display of the Stars and Stripes as found on many similar jets used frequently for overseas travel. The reason was simple. Its owner, the first passenger to descend to the tarmac, considered himself not a mere American but a citizen of the world. A tall, distinguished looking white-haired man, he moved with the easy grace of born wealth and the confident step of one to whom power came naturally. Bernard Whitehurst was heir to one of the nation's most prestigious family fortunes. He also headed one of the top international banks in New York and was chairman of the influential Foreign Affairs Roundtable.
Following him down the steps were Laurence Coyne, president and full-time administrator of the Roundtable, and a muscular man named Adam Stern.
Coyne, a short, stocky man who wore an intense look behind gold-rimmed glasses, had a permanently creased forehead that made him appear always on the verge of displeasure. It wasn't far from the truth. His position required him to deal with the inflated egos of some of the world's richest and most powerful men.
"Where's the damned car?" he muttered, looking around the ramp in vain. "He was to meet us at planeside. Let me go see what the hell� "
As Coyne scurried off toward the hangar, Whitehurst turned to the man whose peculiar talents he had called upon many times over the past few years. He chose to refer to Adam Stern by the term "facilitator," since his job was to smooth out the kinks and simplify accomplishment of the Roundtable's often quite complex tasks. But Whitehurst was aware that some of his colleagues had labeled Stern "the enforcer." It wasn't difficult to accept, considering those piercing blue eyes, a pair of impenetrable diamonds totally without warmth.
"Do you want us to drop you off in Zurich, Adam?" Whitehurst inquired.
"No, sir. That won't be necessary. You can drop me by the terminal and I'll take a train into town." Dressed casually in an open-collared tan shirt and brown corduroy jacket, he would melt quickly into the ranks of the industrious "Zurchers."
Whitehurst was privy to all the details of Stern's background in the CIA, where he had been a covert operations specialist. In his mid-forties, Stern had dealt with a conglomeration of groups ranging from Contras to Afghans to Iraqis. It had required a great deal of reorientation to convince him that the old Soviet Union was not the implacable foe he had always believed. Like other savvy Roundtable leaders, Bernard Whitehurst had been doing business with the "Evil Empire" for years. The communist state had proved a profitable customer since the earliest days when American and British bankers had financed Lenin's Bolshevik Revolution. Whitehurst knew that every Soviet ruler from Stalin to Gorbachev was well aware that his supposed colossus could not survive without Western assistance, particularly in the realm of advanced technology, which could be either bought or stolen. But each of them had done an effective job of posturing, worthy of Hollywood, to scare the uninitiated into spending a few billions more here and there on defense, using money borrowed from the same bankers who were also lending to the other side.
Whitehurst had personally lectured Stern on the Roundtable's politically correct view of the Cold War. The Soviet military was vastly overrated, as witness its inability to subdue a primitive guerrilla force in Afghanistan and the poor showing of its farmed-out equipment and tactics in the Persian Gulf War. There was never any credible threat of a Soviet military strike against the West, Whitehurst insisted. The top communists were not about to bite off the handouts that were feeding them. Gorbachev, good soldier that he was, had fought to the end to preserve the status quo. His big problem lay in his outmoded economy that was sinking of its own dead weight. He had just about worked out a method of holding the union together when that group of dull-witted underlings had staged their amateur coup. Gorbachev still would have succeeded but for the opportunist Yeltsin, who was not part of the leadership loop that had long worked with the Roundtable and its counterparts in Europe and Asia. An international petroleum and minerals cartel was set to provide a large infusion of cash in exchange for rights to Soviet oil and gold mining when Yeltsin abruptly forced Gorbachev out and dissolved the union.
Over the years it had proved relatively simple to deal with a single governmental entity that exercised complete control over its people. That assured the ability of it's leadership to make whatever kind of deal they desired. Whatever kind of deal would be acceptable to the Roundtable's corporate socialists. Now they were forced to negotiate with fifteen different independent states. A real drag. That was one of the topics for discussion at the annual meeting of the shadowy international group called the Council of Lyon, named for the French town where it was organized years ago, but better known as simply "the Council." Made up of representatives of groups similar to the Roundtable, the Council would meet at a plush, secluded inn on the Vierwaldstattersee, also known as Lake Luzern, which was why Whitehurst and Coyne had flown to Zurich. They were members of the power group behind the Council, cryptically labeled "the Trustees," which would gather in secret following the main meeting for a report on the project in which Adam Stern was involved.
"Be sure to find out if the funds have all been transferred as instructed," Whitehurst said as he looked around to see where Coyne had gone.
Stern gave a slight chuckle, exhibiting a one-sided grin that seemed to indicate any effort at humor would be only half-hearted. "If the money isn't there, I'm sure the General will bring it up before I have the chance."
"You're probably right."
"Want me to get you the details on this side operation they're planning?"
Whitehurst saw Coyne come out of the hangar just as a shiny black Mercedes swung around the building and headed for the aircraft. He frowned. "I'd rather not know the details," he said. "Some fairly drastic measures will likely be required. The sort of thing our friends in the East do rather well. All I need to know is the date and the place, so I can make certain our people are somewhere else at the time."
* * *
Fine for you, Stern thought. My responsibility is to be sure the whole scenario plays out successfully. I want to know every last detail of who will be doing what to whom. If any of the wheels develops a squeak, I intend to be there with an oil can.
Adam Stern had always been a man with a mission. Over time, the outlines of the mission evolved substantially, but his dedication never lagged. It had all begun with a visit from a CIA recruiter during his senior year at Amherst. That was during the troublesome period just after the Soviets and their Warsaw Pact allies had put the "Prague Spring" in the deep freeze. An enthusiastic young Stern, ready to do battle with the forces of injustice, had promptly penned his name on the application to become a clandestine cold warrior.
After a decade of shuffling cutouts, arranging dead drops and coping with agents of frequently questionable reliability in various bleak capitals of Eastern Europe, Stern graduated to the more politically sensitive area of covert operations. He proved himself adept at dealing with the principals in a variety of vexatious entanglements ranging from Nicaragua to Afghanistan to the Iran-Iraq muddle. It was during the latter operation, with one of the Trustees involved in a lucrative arms deal, that Adam Stern came to the attention of Bernard Whitehurst. For years the Council had quietly contracted with former FBI or CIA operatives to perform various services of an intelligence nature. Whitehurst saw in Stern a man uniquely qualified to serve as a clandestine liaison, negotiator, investigator and, when necessary, enforcer, or, as he preferred, "facilitator." Laurence Coyne had made the approach and Bernard Whitehurst had sealed the deal.
Adam Stern caught a train at the rail station beneath the airport terminal building and was at Zurich's downtown Hauptbahnhof station ten minutes later. He took the stairway down to the underground shopping mall and headed for the exit to the Bahnhofstrasse, the city's main street. It was mid-afternoon. He made stops at two banks, where he was ushered into private offices for brief chats with discreet bankers who greeted him by name. Finding everything in order, he strolled back out to the Bahnhofstrasse and began to browse through its expensive shops. He had time to kill and the money to buy, should he take the notion. Stern knew he enjoyed the best of all worlds, a position of great importance to some of the planet's wealthiest and most influential men, a virtually limitless expense account, the opportunity to travel throughout the world and a sense of power akin to that of a Mafia don.
Stern enjoyed Zurich. Though it was one of the world's top financial centers, a city of obvious affluence, the people were hard-working, down-to-earth types who shunned ostentation. When he stopped at a quaint little cafe for coffee and cake, two conservatively dressed men at the next table nodded politely and resumed their quiet chat over cups of tea. They could easily be presidents of billion-dollar banks who rode to work on the city's blue trams. By contrast, his employers traveled in long black limousines or shiny Rolls Royces and kept themselves mostly to plush private clubs.
While crossing a picturesque medieval square not far from the Limmat, the river that bisected the city, Stern looked up at the massive clockface of the Peterskirche, a thirteenth-century church. It was 6:45. He headed across the Rathaus Bridge and turned toward the Niederdorf, the city's "red light" district.
The bar was a dark, noisy den nestled among the area's strip joints and discos, a place where two casually dressed men could meet, have a drink and talk while attracting no more attention than a couple of spotted cows in an Alpine pasture.
Stern arrived first and chose a corner table that offered the maximum in privacy. He ordered Jack Daniel and water. He was joined shortly by an older man with a pronounced paunch, something occasioned by the loss of a prized perk, an exercise room where he had previously kept fit and trim. Unfortunately, that was not the only loss he had suffered from the tumultuous aftermath to the ill-fated Moscow coup. With a brief handshake, he took his seat and cast a searching gaze about the smoke-shrouded room. Incorrectly interpreting the look, a waiter with a Hitler-style brush of a mustache hurried over to take his order. Vodka.
"I checked the accounts," said General Valeri Zakharov. "Everything appears to be in order."
Stern's grin was even more one-sided than usual. He had a perverse sense of humor, the kind that led to snickers during the most intense scenes of a thriller movie. "Have we ever short-changed you, General?" he asked.
Stern felt sure Zakharov did not feel comfortable dealing with agents of capitalism, though the General undoubtedly acknowledged the necessity of their help. The plan would have been dead in the water without the Americans and their friends in the Council of Lyon.
"We greatly appreciate what your people are doing for us," the General said. It was more in the nature of a confession than a heartfelt vote of thanks.
"It isn't charity, you know. We expect it to pay dividends in the future."
"Ah, yes, the good old American way."
"Hey," Stern said, arching an eyebrow, "don't knock it if you haven't tried it."
* * *
Others in Russia had tried it, no doubt, but certainly not Valeri Zakharov. Now in his early sixties, the General remained a true disciple of that discredited old communist icon, Vladimir Ilych Lenin. He had joined the secret police, then part of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, around the time of Stalin's death. Soon afterward, it became the Committee for State Security, the KGB. He took his two years of post-graduate training at the Higher Intelligence School near Moscow, then got his indoctrination into the decadence of the West while serving in a number of foreign posts, including the mother church of the capitalist religion, Washington, D.C. Thus well fortified with firsthand knowledge of the enemy, he had shifted over to the First Department of the Second Chief Directorate, charged with pursuing American diplomats in an effort to recruit them as Soviet agents and to neutralize any intelligence activities operated out of the U.S. Embassy in Moscow.
Zakharov was dedicated, skillful and ruthless. Ultimately he had wound up with a promotion to general and assignment as the number two man in the Second Chief Directorate, which had overall responsibility for controlling the Soviet people and foreigners inside the country. But just when he had managed to develop repression into a fine art, perestroika and glasnost had raised their ugly heads to make his job more complicated than that of a two-fingered surgeon. The final blow came with the failure of the coup, which he had ardently supported. It landed him on the street in that most un-Soviet of predicaments, unemployment. But he considered himself lucky that the reformers had decided against show-trials of high-ranking officers, fearing it might get out of hand and degenerate into a purge worthy of Stalin.
It was one of the anomalies of the situation that his family was safe and doing well. Unfortunately, he did not get to see them often, and then only surreptitiously. His wife lived with their daughter in a large, restored czarist-era house. Their son-in-law had a lucrative business selling Western personal computers, but the General refused to think of the young man as a capitalist. He considered him a modern-day, legalized black marketeer. It was convoluted Marxist dialectic.
"We're fully supportive of your goals," Stern said in a businesslike tone. "Just make damned sure nothing even hints at a connection with the Roundtable or the Council. And, by the way, you haven't told us your plans for this side operation."
"I haven't told my own civilian leaders," the General said with a shrug. "Some may be a bit squeamish. I suspect that could be a problem for you, too."
Stern nodded. "Mr. Whitehurst certainly doesn't want to know. That's fine with me. But I'm talking about yours truly, General. I have a cast iron stomach. We're putting up the money and I've been elected to see that it gets spent where it will get the job done. That means I need the full details."
Zakharov didn't like the idea of sharing such sensitive information with an outsider. But Stern was right, of course. He was the contact who had provided the letter of credit at Kennedy Airport for Major Romashchuk's venture to Peru. He was the one who had funneled millions into the two Swiss bank accounts. Those who paid the design costs could expect to read the blueprints, Zakharov acknowledged.
"I suggest you meet Major Romashchuk down in Mexico in a week or so," the General said, twirling the empty glass between his fingers. "He'll be there making arrangements. By that time everything should be set."
Stern frowned. "Let me know where and when." He signaled the waiter for two refills. "One other thing, General. If I'm going to be working with Romashchuk, I'd like to know a bit more about him."
"Surely your computers can give you a detailed biography."
"I don't care about his pedigree. I want to know if he's good at what he does. Anyway, the Roundtable doesn't have access to the CIA's files. I could ask the Director for it, of course, but I doubt it would be wise to call attention to Major Romashchuk at the present time."
Zakharov's nod acknowledged that obvious fact. "You will find the Major quite capable, Mr. Stern. He has a sharp mind and quick responses. He's action-oriented. His father was a prominent engineer in Dnepropetrovsk, and he came to our attention while attending engineering school. He has a good grasp of technology. He can be a bit impulsive at times, but he readily adapts to his surroundings. Treat him as a fellow professional and you should have no problems."
"Sounds like a man I can do business with," Stern said.
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Minsk, Belarus
Darkness as thick as black caviar shrouded the neighborhood when Yuri Shumakov arrived home. He stepped from the car to be greeted by a chilling breeze, a wayward challenge to summer that had just blown in from the Baltic. When he entered the tidy, compact apartment, he found the same chilly atmosphere prevailing inside. Both boys sat with heads buried in their books, stealing only furtive glances as their father walked in. He felt good about what he had accomplished in Kiev, but when he saw the storm-warning flags in Larisa's dark eyes, he knew he was not about to get a hero's welcome.
He looked slowly from one son to the other. "This place radiates about as much warmth as a peace table for Armenians and Azeris."
"Forget Nagorno-Karabakh," his wife said. "Try a cassette tape by that saintly icon of American popular music, Madonna." She shook her head, exhaling noisily.
Raising an eyebrow, Yuri stared across at the boys, who sat monk-like, totally engrossed, or so they would have him believe, in an avid quest for knowledge. "You two have been fighting over a cassette tape?" he said in apparent disbelief. If nothing else, appearances were helpful in getting a point across.
"It was mine," Petr said. "I swapped for it at school." He glared at his younger brother. "That idiot snitched it from me and hid it."
Yuri jammed his fists against his hips. His voice rose a few decibels. "Petr, apologize for what you just said about your brother."
The boy had his mother's good looks and his father's streak of stubbornness. "I'm sorry you're an idiot, Aleksei," he said with mock sweetness.
Yuri fought to keep the stern look on his face, remembering similar spats with Anatoli when they were growing up. After a bit of judicious mediation, he managed to get the two boys � Petr was now seventeen, Aleksei fourteen � back on speaking terms. An ardent hug and a kiss finally returned the warmth to Larisa's eyes.
"Don't forget the big soccer game on Sunday, Dad," Petr reminded him. "We're playing the Cyclers. They're sponsored by the Minsk Motorcycle Factory and they're currently number one. I think we can beat them."
"That's the spirit," Yuri replied. The boy had the right outlook. He might fool his father yet.
He had missed Petr's last big game. He vowed not to miss this one. He recalled how a few years back he had often found time to take the boys fishing. An expert with knives, he taught them how to fillet fish and prepare it for cooking. Wouldn't it be great, he mused, to possess some kind of magic that could transport them back to that simpler time? Since his promotion to chief investigator, the work had relentlessly piled up like a mid-winter snow. Sergei Perchik was not a great believer in leisure. The former prosecutor had sponsored outings for employees and their families. During those relaxed gatherings, Yuri had demonstrated his knife-wielding prowess, acting as unofficial butcher, whether the meal involved fish or fowl or some variety of four-legged beast. His colleagues had jokingly dubbed him "the Butcher of Minsk."
Larisa sat across the table as he ate his boiled dumplings with sour cream, washed down with hot tea from the samovar. There had been little time to discuss the trip before he left. Now she was eager to learn the particulars.
"Why is the Minsk prosecutor sending investigators off to a place like Kiev?"
"Just a follow-up on the old KGB case," he said, giving her the same story he had used with Oleg Kovalenko. Then he deftly changed the subject. "But wait till you hear what I learned about that accident, the one that killed Anatoli."
As he told Larisa what he had read in the Ukrainian Defense Ministry's file on the incident, withholding only the part about the chemical agents, she was pleased that he appeared to have finally come to terms with that tragic event. Now maybe he could put it behind him and move on to other things. But when he mentioned his skepticism about the accidental nature of Anatoli's head wound and the odd coincidence of the KGB team having left just before the explosion, she stared at him with eyes narrowed.
"You're getting paranoid, Yuri. Surely you're not suggesting the KGB had something to do with�"
"Don't count them out," he cut her off. "I've had enough experience with those people to know they were capable of anything."
"Why on earth would they want to kill Anatoli?"
He shrugged. "I have no idea."
"Or blow up an army ammunition dump?"
Why would they? It was rather far-fetched when you stopped to think about it. To his knowledge, Anatoli had never been involved in anything that could have concerned the Committee for State Security, unless it was that weapons theft case. But the investigation had ruled him innocent of that affair. Four other soldiers in the building at the time of the blast had been killed, yet none of them suffered a bullet wound like his brother. Still, the idea that the KGB would deliberately destroy an army ammunition bunker made absolutely no sense, particularly when it housed highly toxic chemical weapons with the potential for causing a major disaster.
"All right," he acknowledged, "maybe I'm grasping at straws. But with what I know now, I'm more than ever determined to learn the full story. I won't rest until I know who's responsible for my brother's death. I have one more angle to check out."
"What's that?"
"Vadim Trishin. I want to know what he remembers about that KGB team."
Larisa turned back from the samovar. There was a slight edge to her voice, a hint of irritation. "Are you going down to see him
"I shouldn't be gone long," he said, catching the disapproval in her tone. The long hours he put in on a normal day kept him away from home far too much. He knew he needed to spend more time with his sons, not to mention his wife. But�
"I'm due a little time off. When I talk to General Borovsky tomorrow, I'll ask him if it's all right to take a day off for a little jaunt to Brest."
She put down her tea and gave him a perplexed frown. "Why do you have to ask him? I thought you were working as a liaison for Prosecutor Perchik?"
Damn it, he thought, why did he have to have such a bright woman for a wife? It was a stupid slip on his part.
"I am. But since I'm working out of the General's office, I thought I should clear it with him."
He hoped that would be enough to satisfy her, though he should have known better. Larisa was never easily satisfied when it came to anything with a hint of mystery. She had always been plagued by a lively curiosity. He knew he was not an accomplished liar, and she could tell from the expression on his face that there was more here than he cared to admit. She had always taken a genuine interest in Yuri's work, closely following his career, often discussing difficult cases with him.
Larisa was proud of the work he did. At the same time, he realized she harbored a bit of resentment at being saddled with all the household responsibilities and more than her share of supervision of the boys. She worked fulltime too. Her job was not so demanding from a time standpoint, which put her at home well before her husband. That meant she was usually the first to deal with problems of the children. Whenever she brought up the subject, Yuri invariably invoked the image of her mother, a staunch advocate of the age old custom that decreed housekeeping and children were responsibilities of a wife and mother.
Olga Georgevna was a dumpy, gray-haired babushka who loved to cook and keep house and spoiled her grandsons whenever she was around. A widow, she lived with her son Grigori. But Larisa, in contrast to her mother, had religiously exercised and watched her diet and managed to maintain a trim figure, with just enough excess to accentuate the curves. Yuri found her equally as attractive now as when they were first married.
Late that evening, as darkness spread over their bedroom like a soft black coverlet, Larisa snuggled up against him and laid an arm suggestively across his chest. "Did you miss me while you were gone?" she whispered.
"Of course," he said.
Yuri had been mentally sifting through the facts he had found in that disturbing file on the explosion. But he pushed everything to the back of his mind and turned to take in the full essence of this soft, warm woman whose presence had suddenly demanded his full attention. There was a natural attraction between them that, despite occasional disagreements, remained as untarnished as a freshly cut rose. He kissed her gently.
"Tell me something."
"I love you," he said. "What else?"
"What are you really doing at the KGB office for General Borovsky?"
Yuri stiffened.
"It must be something important," she said, her fingers playing over his chest, "or Sergei Perchik would never have let you go."
"Who said I was doing anything for Borovsky?"
She gave a slight snicker. "You did, silly. Not in so many words. But I know you. You don't kowtow to people. You wouldn't be asking Borovsky about taking off unless you were working for him."
He couldn't see her face in the darkness, but he knew she must be grinning. He hadn't lied to her, but he hadn't been forthcoming either. "Look, Larisa, I can't tell you what it's about, but I'm really on loan to General Borovsky. Chairman Latishev requested my help on a matter and Prosecutor Perchik agreed."
"Chairman Latishev," she cooed. "I'm impressed. But the Committee for State Security? You're not the KGB type."
"It isn't the old KGB anymore. It's different."
"Different how?"
"Well, they don't spy on people."
"Then what do they do?"
"They're concerned with economic crimes. You know, smuggling, speculation, racketeering, some of the same things I'm normally involved with. Look," he said, "what I'm doing there is highly confidential. The only thing I can say is that it really is sort of a follow-up to my old investigation."
He began a trail of kisses from her forehead, along the bridge of her nose, across her lips, onto her neck. "Now I'm going to make you forget everything you just heard," he whispered, and continued down to more interesting points.
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When Chief Investigator Shumakov arrived at the General's office the next morning and asked about the boss, the secretary perfunctorily advised him it was "football morning."
Yuri stared at her in obvious confusion. As the new kid on the block, he hadn't been around long enough to pick up the KGB lingo. Was this a fancy name for some interoffice activity? Borovsky hadn't mentioned it.
"Football morning?" he repeated.
She was a heavyset woman whose attempt at improving her looks with makeup was an exercise in futility. It seemed to have had some affect on her personality as well. She obviously did not share the view that someone from the prosecutor's office was needed at the state security headquarters.
"Yes, football morning. You've seen his office. A chief investigator should be able to deduce that General Borovsky is one of Minsk's most avid soccer fans."
Yuri took a deep breath and held his temper. Recalling all the photos and banners, it was obvious. But that didn't answer his question. "That still doesn't tell me anything about 'football morning,'" he protested.
"In short," she said with a look of irritation, "it means there's a practice match going on at Dynamo Stadium. That's where you'll find General Borovsky."
Yuri shook his head. Somehow he hadn't pictured the hustling, fast-talking former military man as a rabid sports fan. "Would it disturb his morning if I went out there and talked to him?"
"Not at all. He's expecting you." Now, feeling she had gotten the best of him, she almost smiled. "Oh, and by the way, Prosecutor Perchik called yesterday. He'd like you to drop by to see him."
What did Perchik want, he wondered as he headed out to his car? Was there a problem? Had he left something pressing unresolved, with no one briefed to handle it? He couldn't recall any loose ends. But he knew it would be prudent to go by as early as possible. This temporary assignment was like walking a high wire at the circus. You had to keep everything in balance. The future of his career still lay in the prosecutor's hands. And Perchik was a man who demanded unquestioned fidelity.
The big stadium appeared a placid, empty chasm, as quiet as the Roman Coliseum on the gladiators' day off. Soccer was the national passion in this part of the world. Unfortunately, the Minsk team had a reputation for starting out the season strong, then fading down the stretch. The players, decked out in blue jerseys and white shorts, were on the pitch going through warm-ups. Squinting toward the small, sun-drenched group of spectators occupying the bottom row of seats at one side, Shumakov spotted Borovsky's flaming red hair. The General saw him and waved.
"Good morning, Shumakov. I hope this didn't inconvenience you."
Yuri took the seat beside him. "Glad to get out of the office, General. You must be an old soccer hand."
"Isn't everybody? Yes, I played left fullback. Did some coaching, too, in the army. How was your trip?"
Yuri told him about the capture and subsequent escape of Major Nikolai Romashchuk.
Borovsky nodded vigorously as he listened while keeping his eyes glued to the pitch, where the action had started. At one point he interrupted Yuri with a shout. "Watch the wing, Sulitsky! Sorry, Shumakov. Go ahead." When Yuri had finished, the General looked around with a smile. "But they confiscated his booty, eh?"
"I have a feeling there's a lot more where it came from."
"You're probably right." The smile slowly faded. "That uniform ploy bothers me. Do you think he might have a confederate in the Kiev Militia?"
"That's a possibility. Chief Investigator Kovalenko is putting his people to work on it. I'll check back with him in a day or so." Yuri opened the envelope he had brought with him and fished out a head shot of a bland-looking, dark-haired man staring unemotionally at the camera. "Here's Romashchuk."
The General scrutinized the photo. "Not a striking figure, is he?"
"I think that's the way he wants to look. The old detective who questioned him said he was the most convincing liar he had ever run across."
Borovsky nodded. "General Zakharov always picked his people carefully. I once had a run-in with him when I was in the GRU. He's a formidable son of a bitch."
"You were in army intelligence?"
The General nodded. "That's the background that got me this job. When the union started falling apart, the GRU, like everything else in the military, suffered a severe case of demoralization. The Party hacks knew their days were numbered. A lot of the dedicated professionals, like myself, threw their hands up and resigned. I had known Latishev a long time before he was elected Chairman. He's ex-army, too." He reached into his jacket, took out a leather wallet and removed a faded photograph, which he handed to Yuri. "That's us in more idyllic times."
Shumakov studied the smiling face of a much younger Borovsky in a captain's uniform. Another officer wearing lieutenant's insignia, obviously Chairman Latishev, stood beside him. Each of them had an arm around a busty girl at his side.
"Looks like you had the situation well in hand," Yuri said with a grin.
Borovsky grunted. "It was a situation that got out of hand. Later I was married to both of them. Not at the same time, mind you. I'm no Muslim. And I'm currently, how shall we say, unencumbered. Work and soccer are my only loves."
Yuri took another look at the uniforms and handed the picture back. "My younger brother was an army captain. He was killed in an accident a few years ago that never should have happened." He shook his head, then added, "Which reminds me, I have a score to settle on that. I'd like to go check on something in Brest. I'm due a little time off. Do you have any problem with my being gone tomorrow?"
"No. Go ahead. Maybe by the time you get back, your friend in Kiev will have some news for us."
Yuri stuffed Major Romashchuk's picture back into the envelope. "Would you check with your contacts in Moscow and have them send us a photo of General Zakharov? It would help me to know what our other fugitive looks like."
"Sure. I'll put in a call as soon as I get to the office."
From the stadium, Shumakov drove straight to the prosecutor's office. Perchik greeted him again with his politician's smile, not the scowl that would indicate he had committed some unpardonable sin. Yuri viewed it with mixed emotions.
"Sorry to bother you with such an insignificant matter, Shumakov, but I need you to consult with Repin. He's prosecuting that shooting death you investigated a few days ago."
It was hardly insignificant to the victim, Yuri reflected. But it was a rather small thing for Perchik to be concerned with. "I'll be happy to talk to Repin," he said. "But I thought Detective Khan would have taken care of everything."
"Yes. Well, Khan said you did the actual interrogation. Repin, you know, likes to get his hands on every bit of evidence available."
Right, Yuri thought, and he would have you believe he had procured it all personally. He had heard that Repin had complained about Chief Investigator Shumakov's "overly ambitious maneuverings." The man was an unreconstructed communist who held to the credo that appearances of politically correct behavior were more important than actual accomplishments. Yuri suspected that Repin feared being upstaged if he were promoted to prosecutor. He had difficulty with an astute person like Perchik not being able to see through the phony bastard.
"I'll straighten him out," Yuri said. Then, as Perchik spoke again, he realized the true reason for his being summoned here.
"And where have your travels for the KGB taken you?"
"I've been in Kiev the past few days."
"Kiev, eh?"
Yuri nodded. "Kiev."
Perchik waited in silence, an expectant look on his face. Yuri knew that he was waiting to hear about the investigation. He also knew that he was forbidden to tell him anything. He reasoned that he shouldn't get his toes stepped on as long as he just danced around the subject.
"I had the opportunity to renew an acquaintance with an old colleague there," he ventured.
"Who was that?"
"Chief Investigator Oleg Kovalenko."
"He was the one who helped with the KGB case, wasn't he?"
As usual, Yuri was impressed by the prosecutor's knowledge and memory. For a case Perchik was not involved in but had only read about, it was little short of phenomenal. "He's the one."
"Does that mean General Borovsky is interested in the old KGB apparatus?"
Yuri was getting a taste of how hapless defendants must feel during the prosecutor's relentless probing. He knew it could only get worse. He saw no way out except to admit the truth. "I'm sorry, but I was instructed not to discuss the case with anyone but General Borovsky."
For a small man, Perchik could loom very large when angered. He bristled like a bantam rooster with its hackles raised. His face flushed. His dark eyes hardened like frozen ripe olives. "Were you told specifically not to discuss it with me?" he demanded.
Shumakov could see his career beginning to slip through his fingers. Maybe he could get work as a private investigator. "Specifically."
"By whom?"
"General Borovsky said it was Chairman Latishev's instructions."
"I might have known. Latishev considers me a rival. I was a little surprised when he called me about you in the first place. Have you decided to dip your toe into politics, Yuri Danilovich?"
"I swore off thinking politically several years ago," he said.
"Oh? Do you find politics abhorrent?"
"I wouldn't use that word."
Perchik's eyes flashed. "What else did General Borovsky say about me?"
"He said I could tell you where I was traveling."
Perchik gave a grunt of aggravation. "Generous of him. So what's your next port of call?"
"I'm going to Brest in the morning," he said, then realized that was a bit misleading. "Actually, it will be more of a personal thing than business. It has to do with my brother's death."
The prosecutor's face had begun returning to its normal pallid tint. "Well, I would advise you to watch your step with those state people," he warned icily.
Back at the modest quarters he had been given to work out of at the KGB, still more spacious than his own office, Yuri had just sat down at his desk when General Borovsky's secretary appeared in the doorway displaying her usual frumpy frown.
"I just tried to call you. The General has an appointment with the Chairman and wants you to go with him."
* * *
Chairman Latishev's office was in the old Central Committee of the Belarusian Communist Party Building, now occupied by the Supreme Soviet. He sat behind a large mahogany desk, its polished surface glistening in a beam of sunlight. A pensive man in his late-forties, he had a light brown mustache that matched his wavy hair. The deep furrows of his broad brow and the dark, sensitive eyes marked him as a man accustomed to the intellectual battleground. Following his army service, Latishev had been a dissident writer and spent several years in exile after publication in the West of his novel, The Everyday Tragedy. The book depicted the hopelessness of a young Soviet family living in a drab, cramped apartment, working at useless jobs they hated, harassed unmercifully by the system when they spoke out against their dehumanization. He had been freed from exile by Gorbachev about the same time as Andrei Sakharov. Back home in Minsk, he began exhorting the republic's Supreme Soviet to push for independence before it became all the rage in the Baltics.
Latishev leaned across the desk and shook hands with Yuri Shumakov. "It's a pleasure meeting you, sir," he said. "You did a great service in ridding us of that state security barbarian."
"Wasn't he the officer who arrested you?" Yuri asked.
"Yes. And then interrogated me beyond exhaustion. It went on and on and on until I lost all track of time. I couldn't tell you today how long it lasted. Fortunately, those days are gone. Let's hope forever. I regret to say, however, there are communists and nationalists in the bureaucracy and among our legislators who would have us go in a different direction. I have continually pleaded for people to put aside politics and do what is morally right. It appears we cannot enjoy the true fruits of freedom without being constantly on guard against the rise of new tyrants."
General Borovsky looked around at Yuri. "I told the Chairman that you had been checking into Major Romashchuk's recent activities in Kiev."
Latishev leaned on his desk, his hands folded tightly. "I urge you to press forward as vigorously as possible, Shumakov. These people are fanatics. I don't know if they have the support to accomplish anything, but they could cause a lot of grief."
"I'll certainly give it my best," Yuri assured him. "General Borovsky tells me they might be orchestrating efforts against some of the commonwealth governments. Do you think they might be pursuing the ideas espoused by Ivan Stelbitsky?"
Latishev moved a hand up to his chin and massaged it thoughtfully. "If that's their intention, they are in for a rude awakening. During my recent visit to the United States, the President promised me he would not stand by and let that happen. I think the Americans are morally shamed by their inaction years ago, when they declined to stop the Soviets' disgraceful intervention in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. He promised the U.S. would help defend us, that he would work through the Security Council and directly with other governments to support our independence."
Yuri's eyes widened. That was a powerful endorsement. "What do you think these people are up to then?"
"More likely they're out to undermine individual regimes, put power back into the hands of their old communist cronies. If they accomplished that, then they might push for a voluntary federation leading to a new Soviet-style system."
"The meeting here on July fifth may see efforts toward something close to that," Borovsky said, tilting his head to take in both Yuri and the Chairman.
Latishev gave a frown of disagreement. "I don't think so, General. Sure, we're going to adopt some measures of closer cooperation. But as long as I'm involved, there will be no diminution of our sovereignty. The people of Belarus would not stand for it."
As they left Government House for the walk back to KGB headquarters, General Borovsky summed up his old army colleague with a smile. "He's an idealist. He'd like to see the political leadership be above politics, but it doesn't work that way. Latishev is a soul brother to Czech President Vaclav Havel. Havel was a playwright, you know. They even look enough alike to be brothers."
"You evidently feel the threat is more immediate than he does," Yuri said.
"Latishev spoke out against oppression back when that was dangerous. The people know that. That's why they've supported him. But he's naive if he thinks there are only a limited number of hardliners still around. There are enough of them that General Zakharov and his crowd could throw things into complete disarray, if that's what they're after. We need to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible."



19

Brest, Belarus
Snug against the Polish border, Brest stood at the convergence of several key highways, including the Moscow-Warsaw international route. It was one of those luckless Russian cities that had been a frequent battleground throughout its long history. The most celebrated encounter took place in June of 1941, when Hitler's forces crossed the border here to begin their destructive march through the Soviet Union. The town's lightly defended fortress was bombed and shelled with all the relentless savagery the Luftwaffe and the German army could muster, but the soldiers withdrew underground into fortified chambers and held out for almost six weeks as the Nazi juggernaut rolled eastward.
While searching for the vacuum cleaner company where Vadim Trishin was employed, Yuri Shumakov drove down Moskovskaya Street to a point near the confluence of the Mukhavets and Bug rivers where the large Brest Fortress memorial complex was located. A tribute to the valor of the soldiers who had fought against the Nazis, its entrance was a star-shaped archway cut through a huge chunk of concrete. If he had the time, he decided, he would return later for a closer inspection. But at the moment he had more crucial matters on his mind. After stopping once for directions, he arrived at the Brest Vacuum Works around eleven o'clock.
He parked in the lot beside the warehouse-looking structure and went inside. Recalling his experience in the U.S., he could see the American influence in the neat, brightly colored reception area and the attractive receptionist who greeted him with a friendly smile.
"I'm Yuri Shumakov from Minsk," he said by way of introduction. "I'm looking for Vadim Trishin. I believe he works here."
"Oh, yes, Mr. Shumakov. He's in our Sales Department. You're lucky. Most of the time he's out making calls, but this is report day for our sales staff. If you will just have a seat over there, I will find him for you."
Yuri took one of the well-padded, bright yellow chairs and checked out the magazines on the low, glass-topped table. He had just begun to leaf through a National Geographic when Trishin appeared in the lobby with a quizzical look.
"This is a surprise. I didn't expect to see you again so soon."
"Nor did I," said Shumakov. "But I've come across some new information about the explosion that killed my brother."
Trishin frowned. "Really?"
"Yes. I've been to Kiev. I have a few questions for you."
Vadim Trishin twisted his mouth back and forth in an unhappy grimace. "I'll be frank with you, Shumakov, I've had to deal with more than enough tragedy the past year. Both of my parents died of cancer, the result of a visit just downwind of Chernobyl at the time of the reactor accident. I don't enjoy reliving that tragic morning in the Ukraine."
"I'm sorry to hear about your parents, but this is really important to me."
Trishin glanced at his watch. "I shouldn't complain. It was me who steered you onto this business. I'm in a sales meeting that I need to get back to right away. If we need to talk, maybe you could meet me for lunch."
"I'd appreciate it."
Trishin wrote an address on a card and handed it to him. "I have to go by my apartment. Why don't we just meet there. "Say around one?"
* * *
Yuri thought of making that visit to the Brest Fortress but decided there would be hardly enough time. He headed instead for the downtown area. After a short drive, he came to a park with lush green lawns and neat beds of red, yellow and white roses. He found a quiet, shady spot with a bench and opened his briefcase. He took out the material gathered in Kiev, including copies of key portions of the Defense Ministry file. He studied the transcript of Trishin's interrogation and the pathologist's report on Anatoli Shumakov.
As he was leaving the park, he noticed a late model black Chaika parked about a hundred meters behind his weary Zhiguli. Two men sat in the front seat. He got the impression that they launched an animated conversation the moment he looked toward them. Was it just his imagination, or had there been a similar car parked near the Brest Vacuum Works when he came out?
He climbed behind the wheel and shook his head. Was he really getting as paranoid as Larisa had suggested? Why would anyone want to follow him? He dismissed the thought as absurd. Consulting his Brest map, he found a thoroughfare that would take him to the address on the card.
Trishin lived in a drab-looking, four-story building next to a food processing plant. The structures looked so much alike the apartment might have been called a people processing plant. A dark, musty stairwell led up to the second floor. Just as he located Trishin's flat, he encountered an emaciated neighbor, a tottering old man with vodka on his breath and remnants of his last meal on the front of his faded blue shirt.
"You a friend of young Vadim?" he rasped.
Yuri shrugged. "An acquaintance."
"He don't come home usually in the middle of the day."
"That's all right. I'll wait out front."
Trishin arrived shortly and suggested they walk to a nearby restaurant. More out of curiosity than anything, Yuri looked around to see if he could spot a black Chaika nearby. He couldn't. But as they were walking to the restaurant, two men appeared back down the street walking in the same direction on the opposite side.
The restaurant offered a luncheon special of beef heart, mashed potatoes, slaw and a bowl of borscht, solid fare which both Shumakov and Trishin ordered, although Yuri was really more interested in talking than eating. He promptly launched into a description of his visit to the Ukrainian Defense Ministry, barely aware of the two men who had entered the restaurant and taken a table across the room.
"Frankly, I found part of your statement somewhat troubling," Yuri confided.
"Which part?"
"About the KGB team that left just before the explosion."
Trishin frowned uneasily. "You really intend to push this, don't you?"
"I intend to find out if there was any foul play involved in Anatoli's death."
"You're not concerned about fallout from the theft investigation I mentioned?"
"Frankly, I haven't given it a lot of thought. He was exonerated. What can you tell me about this KGB group?"
Trishin shrugged. "They must have been doing an inspection of some kind. But it couldn't have been much of one."
"Why do you say that?'
"They didn't stay long enough."
"What did they do when they arrived?"
"This general in the limousine wanted to know where to find Captain Shumakov. Then they drove up to the ammunition storage building."
"Did you see what they did then?"
Trishin rolled his eyes slowly, remembering. "Seems they got out and went into the building. There were two officers and a driver in the limousine, and three others, I believe, in the truck. I didn't notice anything else in particular until they drove back down to leave."
"All of them went into the building?"
"Yes� no, I think one stayed out front talking to the guard there."
Recalling the interrogation report, Yuri knew that was a point Trishin had not mentioned earlier. Probably because the question had not been raised. Why had one of the KGB men remained outside? To occupy the guard, keep him from being aware of what was taking place inside? He had no way of knowing.
"Do you remember anything else about it? How long were they there?"
"Fifteen minutes at the most."
Only fifteen minutes? Trishin was right, Yuri thought. That was hardly long enough for an inspection of any consequence. But if they were not inspectors, who were they and what were they doing at the weapons compound?
"You said there was a general and another officer. What rank was he?"
"A major."
"Did you get a look at him?"
"Yes. It was a warm day and I remember he had on a short-sleeve shirt and no hat. He had dark hair and a disinterested sort of look on his face. It struck me as a bit odd. He was probably late thirties, compactly built."
Shumakov was impressed by Trishin's memory, as well as his detailed observation. He had the sudden, eerie feeling that Trishin could be describing Major Nikolai Romashchuk. But that was highly unlikely. He was about to move on to another question when a small voice inside his head objected. Hold it! A competent investigator checks out every possibility, no matter how unlikely.
He fished around in his briefcase and brought out the photo of Major Romashchuk. "Have you ever seen this fellow?"
Trishin stared at the picture, then back at Yuri. "Where did you� that's him, the major. I'd swear it. He was sitting next to General Malmudov."
"Malmudov?" Now Yuri stared. "How do you know�"
"When they drove up, he told me he was General Valentin Malmudov."
"You can recall�"
"The mnemonics system I told you about, remember? I thought I might have to deal with him later on, but he didn't stick around."
Yuri smiled. This was a bonus he had hardly expected. Not only had he established that the mysterious Nikolai Romashchuk was involved, but now he had another name to check out in the old KGB archives. Recalling the date, a full month following the coup, he thought it almost a certainty Romashchuk and his buddies had already been suspended by Bakatin, the new reformist head of the KGB.
He knew the storage building under Anatoli's command had contained all sorts of ammunition, plus a supply of weapons such as grenade launchers, machineguns and mortars. Could this have been a theft operation? Those weapons and ammunition should have brought a good price from terrorists or third world revolutionaries, both groups the KGB had been in contact with. Perhaps that was how some of the cash had been raised for the Swiss bank accounts.
"Did you get a look into the back of the truck as they were leaving?" he asked.
"No." Trishin shook his head. "It was covered with canvas."
Yuri continued to probe for more details as they walked back to Vadim Trishin's apartment, but the young salesman could recall nothing else of significance. This time Yuri did not even bother to look around for strangers. It was simply inconceivable that anyone could be following him. Maybe, in the old days, the KGB could have done it, if he were involved in a case they were concerned with. But this was a different era. There was no place for that sort of thing now.
Shumakov thanked Trishin as they stopped in front of the apartment building. "You've given me a couple of good leads to check out."
As he was about to leave, the shabbily dressed old fellow he had seen earlier came out of the building carrying a small cloth bag. He wore a tattered jacket with an army medal pinned over the left breast. He reminded Yuri of a refugee from the ethnic violence in one of the more volatile states of the commonwealth. It was a picture he had seen many times on the TV news.
"Going somewhere, Mr. Zhuk?" Trishin inquired.
"Two days I will spend with my no good son in Kobrin," the old man growled. "That's as much as I can stand."
Trishin smiled. "I'll look after things while you're gone." He turned back to Yuri as the old fellow tottered off down the street. "My neighbor. He's a bit of an eccentric, but a nice old man at heart."
"I met him earlier," Yuri said with a nod. He reached out to shake Trishin's hand. "I'll be back in touch if I think of anything else."
When he reached the turn that would take him back toward Minsk, Shumakov glanced at his watch. Only 2:15. It was still early. Why not have a look at the Brest Fortress before heading back, he thought? It didn't take much to prod him into detouring where a historic site was concerned. Now the idea seemed even more appealing, considering the mood he was in. Since leaving Vadim Trishin's apartment, he had been troubled by a disquieting feeling, a nagging thought that he was overlooking something important. Maybe he needed to divert his mind into other channels. Then he could take a fresh look at the situation later as he drove home.
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After Yuri Shumakov had left, Vadim Trishin retrieved a bag of fruit from his car, then headed for his small apartment to pick up a list of prospective customers he had neglected to take to work that morning. He entered the building oblivious to the two men following not far behind.
He hustled up the darkened stairway, crossed to his door and unlocked it. Taped there with all the pomp of a brass nameplate was one of his new business cards. It was a mark of the pride he had in his new status as a salesman. He went back to the kitchen alcove and placed the bag in the sink. It contained oranges and apples given him that morning by Svetlana, the dark-eyed, sensitive girl from Baku who was a secretary at the Vacuum Works. They were in love. He had done well in his sales job and would soon have enough money to ask her to marry him.
The knock at the door startled him. Had Yuri Shumakov already returned with another probing question? He was beginning to regret ever taking those photographs to Minsk.
He opened the door to find not Shumakov but two strangers. One was tall, with a bald head and a spare face. The other had fleshy jowls that sagged beneath oval-shaped lenses mounted in thin metal frames. Neither appeared capable of a smile.
"Vadim Trishin?" said the shorter man.
"Yes."
"I'm Detective Fomin. This is Sergeant Latsina. We're from the Brest Militia. We'd like to talk with you."
Trishin frowned. Plain clothes officers. "Have I done something wrong?"
"No," said Fomin. "We want to talk with you about someone else."
Trishin opened the door wider. "Come on in."
Inside Trishin's compact living room-dining room-kitchen, the detective sat in a straight-back chair across from Vadim while the Sergeant stood nearby. "You have been meeting with a man who claims to be Yuri Shumakov."
"Claims to be?" said Trishin with a look of disbelief. "He is Yuri Shumakov. I served in the army under his brother, Captain Anatoli Shumakov."
Fomin nodded. "Why did Yuri Shumakov come all the way from Minsk to visit an employee of the Brest Vacuum Works?"
What was this all about, Trishin wondered? Shumakov was a chief investigator for the prosecutor in Minsk. Why would the local militia be asking questions about him?
"His brother was killed in a military accident several years ago in Ukraine. I was there. He wanted to talk to me about it."
"If it was so long ago, why is he asking questions now?"
"Because the army never finished its investigation. He had just checked the files in Kiev and was following up on it."
"Whose army asked him to complete the investigation?"
"Nobody's army. He's doing it on his own. Look, if you're all that interested in the case, why don't you ask him about it?"
"We're asking you!" Sergeant Latsina's bark was like a warning shot aimed to assure they had his full attention.
Fomin's eyes hardened and his jowls shook, giving him the look of a bulldog ready to bite. "What did Shumakov want to know?"
Trishin had done nothing wrong. They had admitted as much. Now he was getting a bit weary of these two. He glared at the detective as he answered. "He wanted to know about a KGB inspection team. They had been at our compound just before the fatal explosion."
The two men exchanged guarded glances. "What did you tell him?" Fomin asked.
"I identified the picture of a major who was one of the KGB men. And I told him about the general in charge."
"What else?"
Trishin sat there with a thoughtful look on his face. He had work to do. He had no desire to sit there and repeat the whole conversation he'd had with the Captain's brother. "That's all he was interested in. Why is the Brest Militia concerned with Yuri Shumakov's investigation?"
"We're not at liberty to discuss that," Fomin snapped. "All we need now is for you to sign this form saying you cooperated willingly. Then we'll be out of your way."
He brought a sheet of paper and a pen over to Trishin. Unnoticed, Latsina had moved around behind the chair.
The young salesman took the pen and bent over to read the document. He saw immediately that it wasn't at all what Fomin had described. It was some kind of strange legal form. He was about to object when an arm suddenly clamped about his neck in a vise-like grip. A slender hand slammed against his face, pressing a cloth over his nose and mouth. He smelled a strong, pungent odor and tried to reach up to grab at the cloth. Fomin seized his arms. The young man attempted to put up a struggle, but now he was breathing hard from the exertion, drawing the fumes rapidly into his lungs. His arms suddenly felt rubbery and his vision became blurry. His head slumped forward.
* * *
"He's out," said Latsina, removing the cloth from Trishin's face. It had been impregnated with a powerful anesthesia-like drug developed for the KGB. Both of the "militiamen" had taken an antidote prior to entering the apartment so they would not be affected by the fumes. When the drug wore off, it would leave no detectable traces.
"Get a kitchen knife," Fomin ordered. Both men were pulling on rubber gloves. "Make it look messy. I'll upset a few things to give the appearance of a struggle."
Vadim Trishin would never be aware of whether the drug had run its course. When the pair left shortly afterward, his body lay sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood, the wooden-handled knife plunged into his back.
* * *
Yuri Shumakov managed to put the case of the mysterious explosion temporarily out of his mind as he spent the afternoon wandering through the Brest Fortress complex. He viewed battle scars left by the merciless pounding of the Nazis, trudged across the Ceremonial Square where thousands had gathered to hear eulogies to the fallen, and lingered over a wealth of historical exhibits and documentary films in the sprawling museum. But as soon as he hit the road back to Minsk, all the details he had been gathering about that fateful September afternoon in 1991 came cascading back into his consciousness.
He considered the facts as he knew them, attempting to fill in the gaps using his best deductive reasoning. He started with Major Romashchuk's involvement. Since there was little doubt that he had no longer been active in the KGB, it appeared the so-called "inspection team" was most likely a rogue operation. They had gone into the ammunition storage building with Anatoli, leaving a man outside to occupy the guard posted there. They had remained about fifteen minutes, not long enough for a genuine inspection but plenty of time to hold the soldiers inside at bay and load a supply of weapons and ammunition into the truck. Had they shot Anatoli when he tried to resist? And what of the outside guard? He must have been overpowered in some way before they loaded the truck. He was among those killed in the blast. The intruders could have used time-fused incendiary devices to set off the explosion after they had left the area.
It all made perfectly good sense and seemed to satisfy Yuri's need for pinning down the blame for his brother's death. But then he began to understand his earlier uneasiness, the disturbing feeling that he had overlooked something. He had failed to consider possible contradictions, other alternatives. The most glaring involved Vadim Trishin's concern over fallout from the previous weapons theft probe.
Yuri had blithely accepted the outcome of that investigation as an exoneration of Anatoli. But was it? Thinking back over the summary he had read in the Kiev military file, he had to admit it not so much exonerated Anatoli as declared the evidence insufficient to support charges against him. Maybe it was only a subtle difference, but it raised disquieting possibilities.
Point One: the shot through the middle of the forehead was not the sort of thing that would result from a struggle. It had more the appearance of an execution. Point Two: if you accepted the theory that the intruders were on a mission of theft, then an execution would appear more likely the result of a disagreement, or a falling-out between confederates. It would give the impression that Captain Anatoli Shumakov, previously accused of involvement in a weapons theft, had been a participant, a co-conspirator, albeit an extremely unlucky one.
Yuri rumpled his brow at such a repugnant thought. He could not, would not accept it, but he knew that to the right people, it would make just as much sense as his original thesis. To someone who had not known Anatoli except through a recitation of cold, lifeless facts on paper, it could just as easily bear the ring of truth.
By the time he arrived home around nine o'clock that evening, he was a man of badly frayed emotions. He remained convinced that he should continue to pursue his independent probe of the explosion, but with the introduction of Major Romashchuk into the equation, he had a clear duty to bring it to General Borovsky's attention. But if he did, it would quite likely lead to a blackening of Anatoli's good name and memory. That left him facing a real dilemma, personal duty versus his brother's honor. He had never shirked his responsibilities and didn't relish the prospect of doing it now. But the cords that bound him to his brother's fate had never tugged stronger.
He waved at the boys and gave Larisa a perfunctory peck on the cheek. Homework time was obviously over. Petr appeared absorbed in a sports magazine while Aleksei worked on a sleight-of-hand trick one of his friends had taught him. When it was perfected, he would try it on his father.
Larisa sat down with Yuri as he began yet another late meal. "The prodigal father returns," she said, propping her elbows on the table and leaning her chin against her cupped hands. "Petr could have used your help earlier. He had a history paper to write on the Crimean War. Was the trip worthwhile?"
"I'm not sure." A troubled frown tugged at the corners of his eyes. "It raised some questions I wasn't prepared for."
"Really? I thought questions were an investigator's meat and potatoes. What kind of questions?"
He gave her a pained expression. He couldn't very well explain his problem without getting into the matter of Major Romashchuk, and that was a subject he was forbidden to discuss except with General Borovsky. Besides, right now it was the last thing he wanted to dwell upon. "I'd rather not talk about it now, Larisa. It's been a long day and a long drive. I'm worn out."
She watched anxiously as he closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. She had been warning him he wasn't indestructible, that all this overwork would catch up with him one of these days. "Do you have a headache? Can I get you something?"
"No thanks. I'm all right."
He sat and ate in silence, avoiding her gaze, and finally pushed up from the table with nearly half of his food still on the plate. All the conflicting thoughts boiling around in his mind had effectively destroyed his appetite. He had begun to wonder if this was turning into something like the Crimean War, a classic disaster.
"I think I'll go on to bed," he told her.
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Though a good night's sleep had helped put Yuri in a better humor, he was no closer to resolving his dilemma. When General Borovsky's secretary arrived, he was told the KGB director would be attending a meeting at the Prime Minister's office in Government House most of the day. He welcomed the news like a temporary stay of execution. It would allow him a few more hours to decide how to treat this new, disturbing information concerning the elusive Major Nikolai Romashchuk.
He poured tea from the samovar in the supply room and took it to his desk. He spread out the contents of his briefcase, the copies of documents and photographs and the notes he had written and began to consider what it could all mean, in the context of that secret Russian report. He was still inclined to go with his theory about the theft and sale of weapons from Anatoli's inventory. It would indicate the former KGB men had been raising money for some illicit purpose immediately after the coup attempt. Had they intended to support a new effort at wresting control from the leaders of the dying Soviet state? That would certainly add weight to General Borovsky's current fear of a plot to undermine the CIS.
Restlessly, Shumakov got up and walked over to the narrow office window and gazed down at the street below. The traffic lanes were filled with cars and trolleys and trucks and buses. Crowds of busy people lined the sidewalk. Like the scene he watched, the pace of change was quickening. He was convinced that Belarus had a bright future, so long as her people didn't lose their progressive bearings. He was also convinced that a sinister threat lurked in the background. Some group was pursuing a different agenda, one he did not yet fully comprehend. Romashchuk was undoubtedly a part of it, possibly this General Malmudov as well. But he needed something solid that he could take to General Borovsky and the Chairman.
Hoping for a lead that might put a new spin on the case, Yuri called Oleg Kovalenko in Kiev. The chief investigator was in court, but Yuri was assured that his call would be returned that afternoon.
Then he phoned Detective Omar Khan. The gregarious Uzbek was usually a storehouse of insider gossip from both the militia and the prosecutor's office.
"Chief Investigator Shumakov, good to hear from you," said the detective. "I was surprised to learn you were off on some special case with the KGB."
"I'm just checking up on our old rivals, Khan. Perchik can't do without me, though. He called a couple of days ago about that murder case I helped you with."
"Why was he interested in that?"
"Repin wanted to talk to me about it."
"Repin? I thought I'd given that bastard more than enough." The irritation was obvious in Khan's voice.
"That's what I thought, too. Perchik reminded me that I was the one who had done the interrogation. He said Repin needed to talk to me because he likes to get every bit of evidence available."
Khan grunted. "He wants you to be excessively thorough so he won't have to raise a finger. If he could get away with it, he'd have you present his cases in court."
"Be reasonable, Khan. I don't think he would go quite that far."
"Reasonableness has nothing to do with it when you talk about Repin. A friend told me the creep is spreading a rumor that you are on Perchik's purge list."
"Purge list?"
"Supposedly the prosecutor is waiting for you to finish this KGB case, then he plans to send you packing."
After Perchik's performance two days ago, that didn't sound too far-fetched.
"Here's something else I picked up you might find interesting," Detective Khan added. "My neighbor is an army major. Last night he attended a big gathering of uniformed officers in the army and air force at Chelyuskintsev Park. General Nikolsky told them that the CIS meeting here next month would herald the military's return to glory, as he put it."
"Isn't he second in command of the armed forces? What did he mean by that?"
"Major Yasnev said it sounded like Nikolsky thinks something similar to the old Red Army will be reconstituted. He told them to get their troops prepared to do whatever they're ordered."
"That sounds ominous."
"I don't believe Yasnev expects to be ordered to do anything drastic. He just thought the army would revert to the good old days."
Yuri's voice was filled with loathing. "If existence under the Soviet Union was the good old days, I, for one, can very happily do without them."
* * *
When the caller to Brest militia headquarters said he had information regarding the murder of Vadim Trishin, he was referred to Detective Bobrov. A short, stocky man with bushy Brezhnev eyebrows, Bobrov wore a permanent look of cultivated indifference. After many years of viewing corpses done in by every method imaginable, he was virtually immune to shock. But he hadn't seen a body butchered as badly as Trishin's in quite awhile. The medical examiner had counted thirty-three stab wounds. Someone had taken out a powerful grudge on this young man.
"Bobrov!" he barked into the phone.
"Are you handling the Trishin murder?" a deep male voice inquired.
"I am. Who are you?"
"I'd rather not get involved in it personally, but I thought you'd like to know what he told me a few days ago."
"Just give me your name. I'll keep it confidential."
The voice ignored him. "He said a man from Minsk had been harassing him. His name was Shumakov� Yuri, I believe. Trishin had served under his brother in the army. Apparently the brother had been killed in an accident, and he blamed Trishin for it. This Shumakov was going to Kiev, he said, to look up something about the accident at the Defense Ministry. Trishin was afraid it might really set him off."
Bobrov glanced up from the notes he had been furiously scribbling. "Look, why don't we meet somewhere and you can�"
"That's all I know. I hope it helps."
The line went dead. Bobrov's look of indifference turned to one of disgust. Damn these people who would only speak in anonymity. They might make valuable witnesses later, but there was no way to track them down. He read the notes on his pad. At least he now had a name and a motive. The homicide team could return to question the neighbors and check Trishin's belongings for information on his army service. Someone would probably get a nice junket to Kiev.
* * *
It was late afternoon when Oleg Kovalenko called. "How was your day in court?" Yuri inquired.
"Strange, my friend. Four 'not guilty' verdicts. Remember back when if you went to court it was automatic that you were guilty? Times have changed."
Yuri recalled Khan's comment about the "good old days." It was all a matter of perspective. "Well, tell me if anything has changed in the Romashchuk situation?"
"I was going to call you about that," said Kovalenko. "We finally determined that the Major's escape resulted from inside help."
"I knew you'd turn up something. What happened?"
The jailer who released Romashchuk was a fastidious dresser, Kovalenko explained. Nobody else would have paid any attention to it, but two days ago, the jailer noticed a tear on the left uniform sleeve of a militia captain. He recalled having seen the identical blemish on the uniform of the man who had arranged for Nikolai Romashchuk's release. He reported it to one of his superiors. When they called the captain in, he claimed his uniform had been misplaced while at the dry cleaners. A check with the dry cleaner showed this to be a lie.
"He finally confessed he had loaned his uniform to an acquaintance," said Kovalenko. "Guess who formerly employed the acquaintance?"
"I give up."
"KGB."
"Now we're getting somewhere. You said loaned?"
"Rented might be more accurate. He was paid a nice little sum."
"What did you get out of the ex-KGB man?"
"We haven't been able to put our hands on him yet. He now drives a big trailer rig and left early yesterday on a run to Gdansk, Poland."
"When is he due back?"
"Tomorrow or the next day," said Kovalenko. "We'll be waiting for him."
A man in a job with easy access to the heart of Europe, Yuri thought. Could he be one of the couriers the Russian report had mentioned? "I'd like to sit in on his interrogation. Would that be possible?"
"I don't see why not. Incidentally, another weird thing happened in regard to our Major."
"Oh?"
"A report came in yesterday of a grave apparently disturbed at a local cemetery. The deceased was one Ilya Romashchuk."
"A relative?"
"The cemetery is at an Orthodox church," Kovalenko said. "After I saw the report, I got the priest in charge to check his records. Next of kin was listed as a brother, Nikolai Romashchuk."
"Has the Major been digging into his past?"
"According to the priest, he was walking through the cemetery when he noticed the dirt over the grave had been 'freshly turned.'"
"Does that translate as 'dug up'?"
"He didn't know what had been done, just said it resembled a new grave."
"How long had this Ilya been buried there?"
There was a pause while he checked his notes, then Kovalenko said, "Since September twenty-first, 1991."
Yuri Shumakov's heart did a flip-flop. That was the day following the explosion that killed Captain Anatoli Shumakov.
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Kiev, Ukraine
The Church of the Blessed Savior was a small, undistinguished stone structure on the western edge of Kiev. If the saints came marching in, said Chief Investigator Kovalenko, they would probably pass it by without a glance. It was worlds removed from downtown Kiev's eleventh-century St. Sophia's Cathedral, with its thirteen onion-shaped domes, where Kovalenko had attended services on a few occasions since his daughter's family had embraced Christianity. The main lure was his two small granddaughters, who were always decked out like a pair of oversize dolls.
The only thing of notable proportions about the Church of the Blessed Savior was its cemetery, which was surrounded by a weathered stone wall. The investigator introduced himself and his colleague Shumakov to the priest, Father Andreyev. They walked through a stone archway and headed for the final, though apparently not tranquil, resting place of one Ilya Romashchuk.
A robust young man, the priest had long, flowing black hair and a beard that gave him a biblical look. It also made him appear older than his thirty years. He was a dedicated young man of God who had joined the priesthood at a time when the government was doing everything possible to discourage such a life. He was not easily swayed by officials, oppressive or otherwise.
"I've only been here about ten months," he said, "so I can't tell you much about the man in the grave."
"Do you know if he lived around here?" Kovalenko asked.
"Not according to one of my parishioners I talked with yesterday. She said the man had requested to be buried here and Father Dedov agreed. In return, the brother made a generous contribution to the church."
That was an interesting gesture for a dedicated Kah-Geh-Beysh-nik, Yuri thought. He was sure General Borovsky would enjoy that little twist. The General had arrived at his office shortly after the call came in from Oleg Kovalenko the previous afternoon. Yuri had immediately briefed him on the new development. Judiciously, he had omitted mention of the coincidence in the burial date and that of his brother's death. In fact, he decided to see where this new aspect of the case might lead before cluttering it up with questionable events from several years ago. Borovsky agreed that he should follow up on the situation immediately. He had headed for Kiev early this morning. Larisa could only shake her head at word that he would be on the road again. He vowed to make it up to her the moment things calmed down.
"It's this one over here," said Father Andreyev, pointing beyond a sharp twist in the broad graveled path between the graves.
Yuri noted the rectangular plot had been squeezed into an area near an iron gate, which provided an opening in the wall on the side away from the church. He saw the name "Ilya Romashchuk" on the headstone and bent down to press his hand against the mound of dirt. It had not been packed down by years of rain and sun.
"Yuri Danilovich," Kovalenko said, staring at the path beside the grave, "did you see this?"
"What?"
"Looks like broom marks along the edges. Must be where they piled the dirt."
"And did a neat clean-up job," said Yuri. "These were fastidious vandals."
Kovalenko turned to the priest. "Have you had any problem with grave robbers in the past?"
"I am not aware of any."
"I believe you told me on the phone that your quarters are over on the other side of the building. You heard nothing that night?"
"I could not have heard anything unless they were terribly noisy."
"What about others in the area? Have you questioned anyone else?"
The cross on the chain about his neck swung like a gold pendulum as the young priest leaned forward and nodded. "I talked with three families who live nearby. They are older people and sleep soundly. No one heard a thing."
Yuri walked toward the iron gate and called back over his shoulder, "Has this been used lately?"
"Only once since I've been here, and that was several months ago. There hasn't been a burial in at least a year. We have only a few plots left. Those destined to fill them are still in remarkably good health."
The ground around the gate appeared to have been scraped by someone obliterating footprints. Weeds just outside showed obvious signs of having been trampled recently. "They must have gone in and out through here," Yuri said.
A car screeched to a halt somewhere beyond the wall, and a few moments later four stalwart young militiamen came strolling up the path carrying shovels as though they were rifles.
"Chief Investigator Kovalenko, your grave digging squad is reporting for duty," said the senior policeman with a broad grin.
Father Andreyev frowned at this seeming disrespect for the dearly departed.
While Kovalenko instructed the militiamen in what he wanted done, Shumakov turned to the priest.
"You mentioned Father Dedov," Yuri said. "Is he still around?"
"He's retired now. Lives at Pecherskaya Lavra."
Yuri nodded. "I visited the caves when I was here recently. Fascinating place."
"Yes. I talked to him a couple of weeks ago. He's enjoying himself. Works some in the Historical Museum."
"It won't take them long," said Kovalenko, rejoining Yuri and Father Andreyev.
The priest's frown deepened as he watched the dirt fly. "Please ask them to be careful of the graves nearby," he cautioned.
"Hey, you clowns!" the investigator bellowed. "Don't mess up the other graves. We need to leave the place just as nice as the people who dug it up the first time."
The men began to peel off clothes as the dirt pile grew larger. Kovalenko called them down a time or two and apologized to Father Andreyev as the exertion brought on some rather salty language. Finally a shovel clunked against the lid of the casket. Heavy ropes were worked under either end, and they began to haul it up. Yuri and Kovalenko guided the big black box to a resting place at the graveside.
Yuri was surprised to find very little deterioration, except on two corners near the bottom. That had apparently resulted from accidental damage that marred the surface. The casket was obviously an expensive one, quite large, well made of a very hard species of oak and treated to resist rot and decay.
Kovalenko checked the lid carefully, then released the latches that sealed it shut. Yuri noticed Father Andreyev watching with a tortured look. He clearly was opposed to disturbing the remains of those who had gone to meet their Maker.
"Well, let's see if we can find any indications of something being removed from the body," said Kovalenko, heaving up the heavy lid.
Everyone stared, wide-eyed. The casket was empty!
"What the hell?" Oleg Kovalenko looked around.
"It appears that Ilya Romashchuk has flown the coop," said Yuri, folding his arms and staring down at the open box.
Father Andreyev quickly stepped forward to gaze in open-mouthed disbelief. He shook his head in confusion. "This is terrible. Who would have done it? Why?"
"Good questions, Father." Yuri continued to study the interior of the casket. It had obviously been well sealed. The white fabric lining was hardly soiled. What little discoloration he observed had not resulted from body fluids. If the late Ilya Romashchuk had occupied this burial crypt, he realized, the corpse must still be in mint state, as a coin collector might describe it. But if a body had not occupied the casket, what had?
"If some member of the family should come to see the grave," Father Andreyev moaned disconsolately, "what should I tell them? What can I do?"
Kovalenko stepped over to lay a large consoling hand on the priest's shoulder. "Don't worry about it, Father. In the first place, I doubt any of the family are likely to come here. Let us do some quiet checking into the situation. I suggest we replace the casket for the present and say nothing. Obviously, it's a very strange affair. If the people who did it are unaware of what we know, we may stand a lot better chance of coming up with some answers."
"You have my full cooperation," the priest said, obviously happy to have the burden lifted from his own shoulders. "I shall say nothing to anyone."
As they talked, Yuri thought about the explosion in the Nikolayev Oblast, some 400 kilometers to the southeast. The casket had been buried within twenty-four hours of the disastrous event that had taken his brother's life. And as he recalled the circumstances, a shocking thought suddenly hit him, a brilliant flash of intuition. He reacted instantly. Taking out his pocket knife and checking to see that the others were focusing their attention on Kovalenko and the priest, he leaned over and grasped the fabric lining with his handkerchief, sliced off a small square, folded it into the handkerchief and shoved it back into his pocket. It was a wild chance, but it also might be the key to the whole mystery of his brother's death.
During the drive back to Kovalenko's office, the two investigators puzzled over their startling discovery. "I don't believe there was ever a body in that casket," said the burly Ukrainian.
Yuri nodded. "Not unless he was swathed like an Egyptian mummy."
"So what was in it? Why bury it at that church? Why dig it up now?"
"I hope you're about to give me some answers."
"Ha! I have no damned idea. Do you?"
"The only thing that seems certain is that Major Romashchuk was involved."
"Romashchuk. And what do we know about him, except that he deals in cash? Would he have hidden cash in that casket? Maybe gold? Maybe diamonds?"
Yuri looked out at the large tree-filled park they were passing, an oasis of green that reminded him of home. He wondered if he would be able to make it back to Minsk tonight. He turned back to Kovalenko. "I think our man prefers to keep his money in Swiss banks. But it sure would help to know what he spends it on."
"I'll see if they've made contact with that truck driver yet. Perhaps he can enlighten us."
When they got to his office, Kovalenko called the militia detective charged with keeping an eye out for the driver. The man still had not been seen. Then the investigator got a sudden summons for an audience with the Kiev prosecutor.
"I don't know how long this will take," he apologized. "If you�"
"Don't worry about me. I have a little errand to run."
The "little errand" took him over to Pecherskaya Lavra. He found Father Dedov at the Historical Museum. A thin, slightly emaciated man with stringy white hair, the elderly priest was puttering around the exhibits of Ukrainian folk art, staring through thick lenses at a display of krashenki, delicately painted Easter eggs.
"It took a fine eye and a steady hand to do that," Yuri said in admiration, standing behind the old man.
"Two things that I lack," replied the priest without turning his head.
"I'll wager you had them in your earlier days."
That prompted him to look around. "Yes, I was a fair painter in my time. Was that just a guess, or do I know you?"
"A guess, Father Dedov. My name is Yuri Shumakov. I'm from Minsk. Father Andreyev told me I would find you here."
That brought a thin smile. "And how is my young replacement?"
"He's fine. He said you might be able to tell me about a man named Ilya Romashchuk you buried at the church back in 1991."
The priest's smile faded abruptly. It was as though a light in his eyes had been switched off. "Why do you ask?"
Yuri kept his voice casual. "I'm trying to locate his brother, Nikolai. I believe he made the arrangements."
"Are you a friend?"
The old priest was being guarded. Apparently he knew something of Major Romashchuk's background. Yuri decided to play it straight. "I'll be frank with you, Father. I'm a chief investigator for the Minsk procuratura. I am pursuing an investigation that involves Nikolai Romashchuk."
"Then you know he was a KGB major."
"Yes, sir. Which makes this burial in a Christian cemetery a bit strange."
"'Strange' is a rather mild way of putting it," said Father Dedov, looking over the top of his glasses. "It was bizarre."
"Would you tell me about it, please?"
After a moment's hesitance and a shrug of resignation, the priest began his story. "He came to me two days before the funeral, dressed in his intimidating uniform. Said his brother, Ilya, was at the point of death. Ilya had expressed the desire for a Christian burial. I told him I was sorry but all the space in the cemetery was taken. I really didn't want to have anything to do with him. But he wasn't accustomed to being told 'no.' He insisted, said he was prepared to make a very generous contribution in his brother's name. Well, you may have heard how, in the early days, those who made the largest contributions were given the choicest burial spots. And you know from seeing it that the Church of the Blessed Savior is a very poor parish. I decided if setting cemetery priorities was good enough for the early saints, it would certainly do for a latter day saint. So I admitted there was one gravesite available. I showed it to him, and he obviously liked the location."
Because of the gate, no doubt, Yuri thought. "That doesn't sound so bizarre."
"I haven't come to that part. He gave me the money, a very large sum for that church, and said he would contact me about the funeral. Well, I didn't expect to hear from him for maybe several days. But two mornings later, quite early, he came knocking on my door, said his brother had died the night before and they were ready for the funeral. I told him I would have to make arrangements with the grave diggers. Forget it, he said. He had his own grave diggers. I told him I would need to prepare for the mass. Forget it, he said. Say a prayer, then see that no one disturbed them while they buried his brother.
"There was another officer he called 'General,' and four other men, all in KGB uniforms. They went back to the cemetery and dug up the grave. Then they brought out the casket, a beautiful, expensive casket, and he said 'go ahead and pray.' By then I was beside myself. But somehow I managed to say a prayer for that poor departed soul. Then they marched back to the grave and lowered the casket into it. They shoveled the dirt over it and left without another word. It was an experience I'll never forget. And, I might add, one I have never related to anyone before."
When the old priest lapsed into silence, Yuri nodded. "I agree. That was bizarre. What kind of vehicle did they bring the casket in?"
"Something like a military truck. It had canvas over the back. The officers were riding in a long, black Chaika limousine."
The two vehicles Vadim Trishin had reported seeing at Anatoli's compound. It was enough to convince Yuri that he was on the right track. He looked back at the old priest with an indulgent smile. "Wasn't dealing with the KGB major a bit like making accommodation with the devil?"
Father Dedov stared over his glasses. "In your position, you must have been a Party man. Have you become a Christian since the fall of communism?"
"No, sir. But my mother was a Christian. A very devout one."
"Well, she could have told you that God promises forgiveness for those who repent. I have spent many prayerful hours asking forgiveness for what I did. The one redeeming factor was that I helped that poor soul receive a halfway decent burial."
Yuri didn't have the heart to tell him that it had all been in vain. He drove back to the prosecutor's building and found Oleg Kovalenko in his office, a rather grim look on his face.
"You can forget about interrogating that truck driver," he said.
Yuri frowned. "What happened? An accident?"
"No. Evidently he heard we were looking for him. The Port of Gdansk called the trucking company that employed him. It appears he abandoned his rig in a parking area at the port. They've been looking for him since yesterday. The company says it doesn't know why the truck would be parked there. He didn't have any cargo consigned to the port."
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It was mid-morning when Yuri Shumakov arrived at the KGB office. General Borovsky was not in but was expected in about an hour. Yuri called the hospital and asked for Larisa.
"I just got back in town," he said. "I decided against trying to make it back late last night. I stayed in Gomel and came on after breakfast."
There was a brief pause, as though she were searching for the right words. "Petr was heartbroken that you missed his big game." The tone of her voice said that someone else was equally disappointed in him.
"Damn!" The soccer game with the Cyclers. "I forgot all about it. I'm sorry."
She spoke slowly at first. Then the intensity increased as she began to vent the frustrations that had been building inside of her. "I don't know what's going on, Yuri, but it's something I don't like. You've changed. I don't know if it's this� this whatever you're doing, or if it's your almost fanatical obsession with Anatoli's death. You're running all over the countryside. You come home late at night, dead tired. You aren't eating right. You get up early and rush off. It isn't fair to me or to the boys. And don't think they haven't noticed. Petr tried to hide it last night, but I could see from the red eyes that there had been tears."
He felt like someone had just drilled a very large hole through his heart. "I� I don't� " he stammered. "I know I haven't been much of a husband and father lately. I'm sorry. But this investigation is suddenly picking up speed. I'd like to�"
"Yuri, they're calling for me. I have to go. Will you be home tonight?"
"I swear. I'll try to be early."
He put the phone down and shut his eyes. He could see Larisa's face, large brown eyes that normally flirted with laughter, now downcast. Soft red lips half-open, questioning. No, rebuking. Just when things had begun to brighten on one side of his life, they came suddenly tumbling toward a dark abyss on the other. He hadn't experienced this kind of problem even back in the frantic days of the KGB general's case. Was he really that obsessed with what had happened to Anatoli? This latest turn of events made it virtually certain he would be unable to separate the explosion on that Ukrainian state farm from the ominous activities that had General Borovsky and Chairman Latishev impatient for answers.
He had worried about the conflict between his job and the desire to protect his brother's good name. Now another dimension had been added to the dilemma, the budding destruction of his family life. It was like trying to smother a fire by throwing sheets of cardboard on the flames. The smoke was beginning to suffocate him. Regardless of which way he resolved the first conflict, the second would remain there smoldering.
Finding himself staring down a dead-end street, he turned to an avenue that offered a real possibility for progress. He reached into his briefcase and took out the envelope containing the small square of fabric he had removed from the casket in Kiev.
At the nearby militia headquarters, he headed for the crime lab. He had worked with a forensic analyst named Selikh who had once identified minute amounts of chemicals on a suspect's clothing. Yuri was a befuddled infant when it came to chemistry, but Selikh could accomplish miracles with something called a gas chromatograph.
"Chief Investigator Shumakov," Selikh greeted him warmly. He was about Yuri's age, a small man, almost like a kid except for his balding head. "It has been awhile since you brought us any business."
"Well, things have been routine long enough," Yuri replied. "I have one for you that may prove a dud, but let's give it a try."
He opened the envelope and tapped one end of it. The small piece of cloth slid out onto the sparkling white table in front of Selikh, who promptly seized it with a pair of tweezers and held it beneath a magnifying glass.
"Nice piece of material. Expensive. Silk. From a lady's gown, perhaps?"
Yuri smiled. "How about the lining of an expensive casket?"
Selikh nodded. "Yes, that would fit. Are you looking for body fluids?"
"No. I think something much more exotic than a corpse was kept in this one."
"I've seen some rather exotic cadavers," Selikh said.
"I'm sure you have. How soon could you give me a report on this?"
"I'll get to it as quickly as possible. I have a couple of other jobs ahead of you."
"I'd really appreciate it. Call me at this number." He wrote his KGB phone number on a card and laid it on the table.
Shumakov hurried back to his office. He had been gone only a short while and General Borovsky still had not returned. He began asking around until he found an employee of Polish descent named Paul Kruszewski. His father had been a brilliant young mathematician in Bialystok, not far from the Belarus border, when he was lured to Minsk's Lenin University in the late 'twenties. Born shortly before the Nazi invasion, Paul had lived a precarious existence the first few years. Conditions had improved markedly by the time he reached adulthood. He was now in his fifties, a plump, red-faced veteran in the identification field. He showed up at Yuri's office door shortly.
"You the fellow looking for Paul Kruszewski?" he asked.
"Right. Come in." Yuri walked around the desk and shook his hand.
"I'm Yuri Shumakov. Thanks for coming."
"The Minsk investigator who's helping the General on some special project?"
"That's me. Have a seat. I understand you speak Polish?"
Kruszewski gave a dry laugh. "With a name like mine, what else would you expect?"
Yuri shrugged. "I speak fair English, but no Polish. I need somebody to make some phone calls around the Port of Gdansk."
"What is it you want to know?"
Yuri explained about the trailer rig from Kiev found abandoned at the port. He wanted to know whether any cargo from Kiev, or elsewhere in Ukraine, had been delivered in the past couple of days for shipment through the Port of Gdansk. And if so, what ship had it been loaded on and what was its destination?
"For starters, I suggest we call the port office. Hopefully they can steer us in the right direction." He pushed the telephone across to Kruszewski.
After a brief discussion with a port official, Kruszewski made some notes, hung up the phone and turned to Yuri.
"I have the names and numbers of several agents for shipping companies. They had a freighter depart yesterday, and another is due to sail tomorrow."
"You'd better start calling and go right down the list."
While the ID man was on the phone, Borovsky's secretary stuck her head in the door, glanced at the man jabbering away in Polish, then said in a loud whisper, "He's back."
Yuri jotted a quick note explaining that he had to see the General. He stuck it in front of Kruszewski and headed for the KGB director's office.
"Glad you're back, Shumakov," Borovsky barked in his rapid-fire style. "The Chairman wants a status report on this investigation by the end of the week. With this CIS meeting coming up the first of the month, he's anxious for some answers. If there's a potential for trouble, he doesn't want it happening while all those people are here." He picked up a large envelope from his desk. "This just came in."
Yuri took the envelope, opened it and pulled out a photograph of a dour-looking man with close-cropped white hair wearing a neatly pressed KGB dress uniform with general's insignia. It reminded him of an old portrait of one of the czars. But this man was obviously no czarist.
"General Zakharov?" Yuri asked.
"That's your man. What did you find out about Romashchuk?"
"Some pretty bizarre things."
Yuri told about the empty casket and Father Dedov's strange tale. He decided to leave out the part about the patch of silk fabric until he had heard from the forensic technician. But he added the disappointing news that the truck driver who had sprung Romashchuk from the Kiev jail was missing.
"Did you and your Ukrainian friend reach any conclusion on what had been in the casket?" Borovsky asked.
"No. Oleg Kovalenko wondered if it had been money, or maybe gold. I doubt it since they apparently use Swiss bank accounts."
"What's your next move?"
"I came across another name I'd like to check out with your man in Moscow. The KGB general at the Romashchuk burial was named Valentin Malmudov." He didn't bother explaining how he knew that.
"My contact is a man named Orlov. Why don't you call him yourself. He knows you're working with me. Here's his number."
Yuri walked back to his office and found Paul Kruszewski wearily mopping the perspiration from his red face.
"How's it going?"
"Nobody has handled any recent cargo from Ukraine." He looked down at his sheet and marked off the last one he had called. "I have only one left.?"
"Don't stop now."
Kruszewski shrugged and placed the call. After explaining what he was looking for, he glanced up at Yuri, eyes widening. He placed a hand over the mouthpiece. "He remembers something from Kiev."
After what seemed an interminable wait, the heavyset man began to make notes. When he had finished, he replaced the phone and smiled.
Yuri found the suspense unbearable. "Well?"
"He had heard about the missing trucker. Said he was sure it was the man who delivered a large crate of binocular lenses, which they loaded aboard a cargo liner called Bonnie Prince. It's the ship that left yesterday. Scottish-owned, Liberian registry."
"Where is it headed?"
"Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. First port of call is Veracruz, Mexico."
Mexico? Yuri pondered that for a moment. It certainly wasn't the sort of destination he might have expected. Then he looked back at Kruszewski. "Is that where the crate was going?"
"Right. Consigned to the North Star Trading Company, care of an agent in Veracruz named Gerardo Salinas. Be there in about fifteen days. I recall there's a plant in Kiev that makes various kinds of lenses. What's all the excitement over lenses for binoculars? That some new kind of secret weapon?" He had a half-grin.
You're close, thought Yuri. "I suspect something entirely different was hidden among those lenses. Thanks for your help."
After Kruszewski had left, Yuri called the man named Orlov in Moscow and asked him to check the KGB archives for General Valentin Malmudov. By then it was lunchtime. He walked across the street to a stand-up snack bar and ordered dranniki, Belarusian potato pancakes stuffed with meat and fried in lard. To those around him, he appeared a man in a trance as he stared at the plate and slowly picked at his food.
From what Borovsky had said, the Chairman was obviously pushing him. The pressure was building. But Yuri was determined to go home early tonight, spend some time with Petr and Aleksei. Maybe plan some kind of weekend outing. And he'd do some serious pillow-talking with Larisa after the lights were out. In the morning, he would take her by the hospital on his way to work. She would see a new Yuri.
Back at the office, he received a call from Moscow.
"This is Orlov," a businesslike voice said. "You're in luck. The computer turned up no Valentin Malmudov, but I have my own impeccable source. He's been retired for some time now. Spent his entire career at KGB, knows the place and the people inside out. He says the name 'Valentin Malmudov' was long ago erased from the files. It was an alias used by Valeri Zakharov."
"Malmudov is Zahkarov?"
"Undoubtedly. Where did you find him? I understand you turned up Major Romashchuk's footprints in Kiev. Has the General been there, too?"
"Yes. But I don't know if he was there recently." He briefly explained the fake burial and the revisit to the casket by parties unknown.
"The odds are ten to one he was there," said Orlov. "You have no idea what they had hidden in the grave?"
"Not as yet, but I'm working hard on running it down."
"Well, keep us posted on what you find."
Yuri spread the photos of Zakharov and Romashchuk on his desk. He studied both faces carefully, imbedding the images in his mind. Then he thought of Vadim Trishin. Trishin had easily recognized the Major. If Valentin Malmudov was indeed General Zakharov, he should have no trouble with that one, either. Orlov's information made it a virtual certainty, but Trishin could cinch the identification. And Yuri wouldn't need to make a trip to Brest this time. He would simply mail a copy of the photo and get Trishin's reaction.
Yuri called the Brest Vacuum Works and got the pretty receptionist he had met there on Friday.
"I'd like to speak with Vadim Trishin in sales, please," he told her.
She replied hesitantly. "Mr. Trishin is no longer with us. Could�"
"What do you mean Vadim Trishin is no longer with you?"
"I'm sorry, sir. Mr. Trishin� died last week."
Something like an electric shock went through Yuri's body. Trishin dead? Surely there was some mistake. "I just talked to him on Friday," he protested.
"It must have been Friday morning," she said in an apologetic tone. "He died that afternoon."
"I can't believe this. What happened? An accident?"
"No, sir. Somebody killed him. If you'd like to talk�"
"Thank you," he said and dropped the phone in its cradle.
He sat there breathing deeply and feeling limp, like he had just finished a strenuous workout. Killed Friday afternoon? He had left Trishin outside his apartment around two o'clock. What could have happened? A robbery? Recalling the motorcycle mechanic shot by his brother-in-law, he wondered if it could have been a vodka-induced slaying?
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The ringing phone jarred him out of his stupor. "Shumakov," he said.
"Yuri Danilovich," said the troubled voice of Oleg Kovalenko, "I tried to call earlier but couldn't get through. I had a very disturbing visitor this morning."
Yuri was instantly alert. Kovalenko was not his usual jovial self. "Who?"
"A detective from Brest."
"Brest? What did he want?" Still shaken by the news of Trishin's death, he could not imagine what this was all about.
"He had been digging around at the Defense Ministry and was referred to me by Colonel Oskin. You and I met with the Colonel on Wednesday morning. Remember? You left for home that afternoon. Did you go to Brest after that?"
Yuri's face was drawn into a puzzled frown. What the devil was Oleg getting at? "Yes. I went to Brest on Friday."
"To see that boy who was in your brother's outfit?"
"Vadim Trishin? Yes. What does�"
"What did you want with him?
"I needed to see what he could remember about the KGB team that visited my brother just before his death."
"What did you learn? Why didn't you mention it when we went to open that grave yesterday?"
Yuri didn't like the trend of his questions. If he told Kovalenko about Trishin's identification of Major Romashchuk, or the alias that had led to General Zakharov, it might compromise General Borovsky's investigation. "Damn, Oleg," he said. "I'm sorry, but I can't talk about that. I should have told you before, I suppose. I'm involved in a highly sensitive matter for the Belarus government. I can try to get clearance to bring you in on it. But I think�"
"I think, Yuri Shumakov, that you had better forget that shit and start looking for a good defense lawyer."
"A what?"
"That detective from Brest said you are the prime suspect in the stabbing death of Vadim Trishin. He was killed sometime around three o'clock last Friday at his apartment."
"Oh, my God!" Yuri slumped forward in his chair and let his forehead fall into his hand. How could they�?
"He was stabbed thirty-three times with a butcher knife. I hope to hell someone can swear to the time you got back to Minsk, and that it proves you had left Brest before three."
"But I didn't, Oleg. I left Trishin at his apartment around two. Then I went over and toured the Brest Fortress and museum. I didn't leave Brest till five or after."
"You're saying you didn't kill him?"
"Of course I didn't kill him." If Oleg could believe it, he realized suddenly, anyone could.
"I hoped you didn't. But it doesn't sound good, my friend. They found an old guy, a neighbor, who saw a man fitting your description talking to Trishin in front of the apartment building around two. Did you see anyone at the fortress who could place you there?"
"No. I was just one of hundreds of tourists."
"I was afraid of that."
By now the shock had diminished to the point that his mind had become analytical again. "Why would I want to kill Vadim Trishin?" Yuri asked.
"Someone who wouldn't identify himself called the militia. He said Trishin had told him you had been harassing him, that you blamed him for your brother's death."
"That's absurd."
"Maybe so, but now they've come up with another angle."
"Like what?"
"I hate to say it, but I guess I'm responsible."
"You?"
"Yes. The detective told me about Trishin's statement, what he said about the KGB team that was with your brother just before the explosion. When I realized that fake burial took place the next day, I mentioned our discovery at the Church of the Blessed Savior. That it involved a KGB major also."
"Oh, God."
"The detective had read other parts of the army file. Said your brother had been accused earlier of involvement in the theft of weapons under his control. The detective figured the KGB bunch was stealing weapons with your brother's help. Then he was accidentally killed in the explosion designed as a cover-up. He theorized that you were involved, too, and Trishin found out about it. He threatened to expose you, so you killed him."
"What can I say? None of that is true." But it was too close to the scenario he had come up with. To make matters worse, Trishin was slain with a butcher knife. It wouldn't take long for someone at the prosecutor's office to remember Yuri Shumakov, the "Butcher of Minsk." Add to that the strain he had exhibited on arriving home from Brest that night and a skilled prosecutor, someone like Perchik, could put it all together and absolutely nail him to the cross. And he had no alibi.
"I'm sorry, Yuri Danilovich. I wish there was some way I could help."
"Thanks, Oleg. You've already helped. At least I know what's coming. At the moment, I'm not sure what I'll do."
"Good luck, friend."
Yuri sat at his desk and stared at the photos of the former KGB officers, but nothing registered in his mind except the ghastly news that Oleg Kovalenko had related. It was ridiculous, and yet it was completely believable. Obviously the anonymous caller had set him up. Who could have done it, and why? Did someone want him out of the way? He didn't know anyone in Brest other than Vadim Trishin.
And then he remembered the black Chaika with the two men in front he had spotted at the park. They had probably been at the vacuum cleaner factory and at the restaurant. What he had dismissed as absurd now appeared something quite different. They had been tailing him, perhaps all the way from Minsk. He realized now that he had not thought to look for them as he and Trishin had walked back to the apartment. If they had seen him leave for the fortress, they could easily have followed Trishin inside and killed him. But why?
He became suddenly conscious again of the photographs on his desk. Were these two involved somehow? Yuri knew that he could have stirred some waves with his three-day trip to Kiev. What if the militia captain who "loaned" his uniform had not done it so innocently as he claimed? He could have learned that a Minsk investigator was muddying the waters. If this was really a widespread conspiracy, as Borovsky feared, it could have marked him as someone to watch.
Following that line of reasoning, he soon came up with a motive for Vadim Trishin's murder. If the men tailing him assumed he had gone to Brest in pursuit of information regarding Major Romashchuk, they could have questioned Trishin to find out what he knew. Then they killed him, both to shut him up and to have a method of getting Chief Investigator Shumakov off their backs. Yuri knew it would be better than simply eliminating him. He would not only be out of the way but whatever he had turned up so far might tend to be suspect.
He realized that selling this possibility to the Brest prosecutor was likely the only defense he could mount to a highly circumstantial, but seemingly airtight, charge of murder. Then it occurred to him that he could not explain any of this without divulging state secrets that he had been forbidden to discuss with anyone but General Borovsky.
That left only one option. He had to get to the General before the Brest militia and convince him that a leak had developed in their security, that he was being framed for a murder he did not commit. He hurried down the hall to Borovsky's office, only to learn that the director was out again. He wasn't expected to return until late afternoon.
Back at his desk, Yuri thought of Larisa. He had to tell her also. He didn't want her hearing it from anyone else. The detective had been gathering evidence in Kiev this morning. Probably someone from Brest was already on the way to Minsk.
* * *
Larisa had been told two visitors were awaiting her in a small conference room near the hospital administrator's office. She had no idea who it could be. When she entered the room, she found two men seated at one end of a long, oval-shaped table. They stood and turned toward her. They were unsmiling, dressed in conservative business suits, their watchful eyes following her like two hawks perched on a fence rail. She shuddered at the chill they gave to the room.
"You are the wife of Yuri Danilovich Shumakov?" one of them asked. He was about Yuri's size, with a disagreeably testy voice.
"Yes." She frowned. Had Yuri been in an accident? Had he been shot? These two had the flinty look of bearers of bad tidings.
"Please sit down. We're from the Brest Militia. My name is Moroz. This is my partner, Olenev."
The partner, stocky with thinning black hair, bobbed his head silently.
"From Brest?" she said, feeling a bit confused. "What do you want with me?"
"Just a few questions, please. Your husband made a trip to Brest last Friday."
It wasn't a question. She nodded.
"Do you recall what time he returned?"
She arched a finely drawn eyebrow. "It was late in the evening. Around nine, I believe. Why?"
"We'll get to that in a moment. Did he act unusual in any way when he arrived home? Did he talk about what he had been doing?"
Her anxiety was growing. Not knowing the motive behind these questions, she spoke hesitantly. But she never entertained a lie. It was not her nature. "No, he didn't talk much, had very little to say. He was tired, worn out from the trip." She shrugged. "He didn't really feel like eating and went straight to bed."
"Something was troubling him?"
She remembered how worried she had been about him that night. "Very much so." Then she stared with frightened eyes, her voice a wistful plea. "Tell me what this is all about, please. Has something happened to Yuri? Is he all right?"
She had provided all the confirmation the militiamen needed, and for the first time Moroz showed evidence of emotion as he replied, "I regret to inform you, ma'am, but your husband faces a charge of premeditated homicide."
"Yuri?" she gasped. "Murder?"
"Of one Vadim Trishin, a resident of the City of Brest."
* * *
When he called the hospital, Yuri was told that Larisa had been summoned to the administrator's office but should be back at her post shortly. He asked that she return his call as soon as possible.
She called back about five minutes later. He could sense the tears in her voice.
"Yuri, what have you done?"
His heart sank as he realized what lay behind the summons to the administrator's office.
"Have you talked to someone from Brest?" he asked.
"Yes. Two militiamen. Detectives, I suppose. They said�"
"Don't believe them, Larisa. I didn't do it. Vadim Trishin was very much alive when I left him in front of his apartment."
"Then why were you so upset when you came home? You wouldn't talk� you couldn't eat� "
"Did you tell them that?"
"Yes. They asked if you acted strange, if you were upset. You were, Yuri."
He felt the hole he was in sinking a little deeper, the noose pulling tighter about his neck. "You've got to believe me, Larisa. I can't explain it all now, but I received some depressing information from Vadim. I knew that Anatoli's reputation could be smeared if I pursued my investigation any further. But now it's tied in too closely with the situation I'm looking into for General Borovsky. I couldn't see any way out of it."
She gave a long sigh, then said, "I couldn't believe you would kill anyone except in self-defense. But they were so� what are you going to do?"
"Did the detectives say they planned to arrest me?"
"They said you faced a charge of premeditated homicide."
"That means they're probably on the way here now. Oleg Kovalenko called from Kiev and said a detective had questioned him. He found out that someone anonymously tipped the militia that I was the likely culprit. I've been set up, Larisa. I wanted to explain things to General Borovsky and try to get his help, but he isn't here. The only chance I've got is to prove who killed Trishin. I can't do that if I'm sitting in a jail in Brest."
"Then what can you do?"
"Run, I guess. Hide. Until I can work this thing out."
"Where will you go?"
"I don't know. But I'll call you when I can. And, Larisa, don't let anyone tell the boys their father is a murderer. Tell them I love them. And I love you."
"I love you, too, Yuri. Please be careful."
He hung up the phone and glanced at his watch. He didn't have any time to waste. If they were coming to arrest him, they would probably stop and pick up somebody from the local militia first.
The phone rang and he lifted it hesitantly. Instead of giving his name as usual, he answered with a soft, "Hello."
"This is Selikh, your favorite forensic technician," said a jovial voice. "When you said exotic, you were not just kidding. We're both lucky that little piece of cloth contained only the merest trace of the compound I found, or we'd both be candidates for that casket it came out of."
Yuri shuddered. He hadn't thought of that possibility. "Can I take a guess?"
"Be my guest."
"A nerve gas agent?"
There was a new admiration in Selikh's voice. "I knew you were sharp, Chief Investigator Shumakov, but you surprise me. You're right. It's an organophosphorous compound, probably developed at the C/B warfare labs near Kharkov in Ukraine. It is likely the most deadly nerve agent in the inventory."
"Really?"
"Yes. While working on my graduate degree, I participated in a project involving chemical weapons. Some of my classmates were assigned to Kharkov. If you're interested in the details on this cloth sample, I discovered�"
"Thanks, Selikh, but I'm in a bit of a rush right now." He was not the least bit interested. Organic chemistry was completely beyond him. "Do you have any idea if what you found, that minute amount, could have leaked out from something like a chemical mortar shell?"
"Perhaps if it was old and not handled properly, I'd say that's a possibility."
"Would there be a danger of additional leakage now?"
"I'm really not an expert on military munitions. But I would again hazard a guess that it would depend on how carefully the weapons are handled. Do you know how they were packaged?"
"I have no idea," Yuri said. "Look, I want you to hang onto what you have until I get back to you. Don't mention anything about this to anyone. It involves a highly classified investigation for the Belarus KGB. And one other thing, Selikh. Don't believe the things you're going to hear about me shortly. It's all a smokescreen."
Hopefully that would keep the forensic specialist quiet. Yuri quickly began to gather up his files and stuff them into his briefcase.
Yuri grabbed his briefcase and hurried out the door. With confirmation of his suspicions that General Zakharov's crew had stolen the C/B weapons from Anatoli's building, he decided to try General Borovsky once more. But as he started down the corridor toward the General's office, he glanced at his watch and got a shock. The conversation with Selikh had taken much longer than he had thought. The officers from Brest could be expected at any minute. And if Borovsky was still not in, his secretary would realize that Yuri was leaving. She would give that information to whoever came looking for him. He needed as much of a head start as he could manage. If they thought he was still around the building, or had just stepped out for a few minutes, they would likely wait in his office. He spun on his heel and headed for the back stairway.
At that moment, a Brest Militia car pulled up in front of the building at 30 Komsomolskaya Ulitsa and parked behind a Moskva sedan driven by a local militiaman named Yatsov. Detectives Moroz and Olenev climbed out and walked over to join Yatsov. The three men moved quickly into the building.
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Mexico's Western Highlands
Long green mango leaves shaded one side of the street. On the other, a profusion of bougainvillea blossoms painted a white wall with splotches of blazing red. The morning air was coated with the sweet scent of tropical flowers as a tanned figure with short brown hair, walking with a virtually imperceptible limp, emerged from the modest two-bedroom house behind the wall and stepped into his small blue Toyota. After three years on Lake Chapala, about forty kilometers south of Guadalajara, he seldom gave thought to the perpetual springtime that had been one of the area's initial attractions. It had simply become part of the background, like canned music in a shopping mall.
With its mile-high altitude and the latitude of Hawaii, this area of Mexico's Western Highlands had lured one of the world's largest colonies of expatriate Americans. Prominent among them were several thousand military retirees. And on this mild, cloudless morning in mid-June, Roddy Rodman headed for a small hotel in the lakeside town of Ajijic for a biweekly breakfast with several others who, for one reason or another, had shed the Air Force blue.
There were five this morning, seated in wicker chairs at a round table in the outdoor section of the restaurant. One of the faces was new to him.
"Hey, you're late," Herb Derry said. "Better grab a seat while there's still enough huevos to go around."
"You trying to egg me on, Herb?" Roddy joked.
A retired major and former maintenance officer, Derry was a gregarious operator known for his ability to get anything fixed from a souped-up Porche to a pesky parking fine. His most prominent feature was a beer belly that gave his shirt the look of a half-filled flour sack slung over his belt.
Everette Marcuse, white-maned, distinguished looking, a weatherman who had made a lengthy and painstaking study of the meteorological charts before selecting this spot for his golden years, waved a hand toward the stranger seated beside him. "Meet my new neighbor. He and his wife just moved in next door. Colonel Warren Rodman, Chief Master Sergeant Clinton Black."
Roddy caught the flicker of recognition in the sergeant's dark eyes and thought immediately� he knows. The others were aware of his court-martial, but it was a subject that had been quietly laid to rest. No one dared or cared to resurrect it.
Black smiled, stood and stretched an arm across the table. He had light brown skin and thick, black hair. Give him a trumpet, dress him in black bolero pants and jacket and he'd look right at home in a mariachi band, Roddy thought as they shook hands.
"Nice to meet you, Colonel," he said.
"Forget that Colonel stuff. The name's Roddy. Where're you from?"
"Fresh out of the Pentagon," the sergeant replied. "And you can call me Clint."
Herb Derry cocked an eyebrow. "Clint Black, huh? You must have done some moonlighting in the country music business."
The sergeant grinned. "I play a pretty mean guitar, but I'm afraid you're talking about the rich Clint Black."
"He just retired from the Air Staff," Marcuse enlightened everyone. "He was senior intelligence NCO."
Derry exaggeratedly slapped a palm against his forehead. "Intelligence! Hey, we can sure use a bit of that around here. Why did you decide to become a tapat�o, Clint?" he asked, using the nickname for Guadalajarans.
"Actually, it's sort of a homecoming. My mother grew up on a ranch near Guadalajara. I'm half Mexican to start with."
"You just plan to enjoy your leisure, Clint? Or will you be like some of the guys and try to work a little to keep out of the wife's hair?" Roddy thought the Sergeant had a rather youthful look.
Black gave a slight chuckle. "For the present, I'm only interested in taking it easy. Take awhile to acclimate my wife to the surroundings, I imagine. She's a New Yorker."
Derry, who had an irresistable urge to explain the nuances behind everyone's behavior, quickly elaborated on Rodman's comment. "Roddy couldn't give up driving airplanes. I think he frowns on us deadbeats who just enjoy spending Uncle's money. Of course, most of us couldn't get working papers for anything but teaching English anyway. He's obviously got connections. Only an FM3 but he's a legal part-time jockey at Miguel Hidalgo Airport."
FM3 status granted a five-year residency permit, but no employment without working papers.
"I merely applied for a job with a guy who knows his way around the system," Roddy replied with a grimace. "I enjoy flying sightseers, whatever else comes along. I've got two students to work with this afternoon. Jockeying a little two-seater Bell is quite a come-down from a Pave Low, I'll admit. But with my bum leg, I'm happy as hell to be flying anything."
The other two breakfast companions were an ex-colonel named Barberry, a former flight surgeon and look-alike for M.A.S.H.'s Alan Alda, and Will Ullman, a stocky, muscular man who had been a chief master sergeant in the Security Police. No one was quite sure under what circumstances he had left the service.
"What did you do about your daughter's graduation?" Barberry inquired. He had missed the last breakfast and hadn't talked to Rodman since the middle of May.
Roddy frowned. He had wrestled with that one for quite awhile. Lila, his younger daughter, had written and called regularly ever since he had come to Mexico. She had wanted him to come back for her college graduation. But he still wasn't ready to face the family he had left behind. He couldn't shake the feeling that where they were concerned, he had been an abject failure. Going back would put him at risk for the one thing he didn't think he could take � rejection. Not from Lila, certainly. But he knew he had a problem with Renee, and he wasn't sure about his former wife. Just thinking of Karen brought a hollow ache inside. That was one wound that time had not healed. He kept telling himself that one of these days, he would go back and make amends. But not now. It would have to be some other day.
"I called Lila and told her I wouldn't be able to make it," he said with a contrite look.
"I don't think he's been north of the border since he came down here a few years ago," Derry told Clint Black.
It was true. At first he had used the excuse that he needed more time to rehabilitate his leg. But now about the only problem the leg presented was, as the doctors had promised, a tendency to be arthritic. It had become a handy early warning mechanism for approaching cold fronts. Once in a great while it would throw him off balance, like a trick knee from a football injury. Considering all he'd been through, though, he was in much better shape than he might have ever hoped for. The mental and emotional price had been the highest to pay. The bill collector had really socked it to him with that guilty verdict in the court-martial. He had promptly drunk himself into oblivion. When he sobered up a few days later, he found a note from Karen advising that she was filing for divorce. It provided the final needle jab that finished deflating the sagging balloon of his self-esteem. It left him, almost literally, flat on his face.
The court's sentence had cost him a substantial loss of position on the promotion list for general. It effectively notified him that his career was over. And when he put in for a disability retirement, it was approved so fast the ink had hardly dried on his letter of request.
Roddy rented a small apartment at Fort Walton Beach and initially maintained his officer's club membership at Eglin. He quickly became a fixture at the bar, until the second spectacle created by his toppling off a barstool. He claimed it was caused by his bad leg. The club manager assured the board that it was the result of too many double shots of Scotch. They requested that he take his business elsewhere. He shifted his base of operations to a small, dark bar near the beach, where it appeared he was intent on fulfilling Karen's prophesy that he would end up in the gutter.
On a hot, muggy fall afternoon nearly three months after his retirement, something happened to turn his life around. Reflecting on it later, Roddy was astounded that he had acted as resolutely as he did.
The bar was a long counter cluttered with napkins and ash trays and bowls of peanuts and bottles of hot peppers and other strange looking condiments. Perched precariously on a tall barstool, Roddy viewed the bartender with consternation. He had lost count of how many drinks he had consumed. In a thick-tongued voice, he argued with the thin, wiry young man, whose acne-pocked face resembled a moonscape.
"Now le's be reason'ble, young man," he pleaded in a drunken slur. Then plea turned to challenge. "I ask ya, who in holy hell would know if he's had enough better than me? Huh? Tell me that."
The bartender shook his head sadly. He had great respect for the military, and he had read about this pathetic man's tragic background. "Colonel, believe me, it's time you went home. Let me call you a cab."
"I don' wanna damn cab," Roddy protested.
Then through the alcoholic haze he saw the bartender staring beyond him and turned to see what had distracted him from this important discussion. He found a vaguely familiar figure slowly approaching.
"They told me I'd probably find you here," said the stranger, shaking his head in consternation. "I hate to see you doing this to yourself, Colonel."
Roddy blinked, hoping to clear the haze, but it was like flying through a cloud. He wasn't so far gone, though, that he didn't recognize the voice. "Dutch?"
Peter Schuler took him by the arm and tugged, trying to dislodge him from the barstool. "Let's go home where we can talk."
"Wha' the hell are you doin' here?"
"After what they did to you," Schuler said, now realizing it had been even worse than he had thought, "I resigned my commission."
Roddy's mouth dropped open in shock. It was more than his brain could absorb in its current state, and he found himself unable to muster a response. Meekly, like a child, he gave way to Dutch's tugging and stumbled with him toward the door.
The apartment was a wreck. Clothes strewn about, dirty dishes in the sink, a half-opened ice cream sandwich on the counter melted into a soggy brown heap. Schuler found a can of coffee in the freezer compartment. At least Roddy had acted rationally sometime in the not too distant past. He started the coffee maker and sat down at the kitchen table across from his former aircraft commander, who now resembled a disheveled bum, at least two days' growth of beard scattered about his drawn face, the eyes watery and bloodshot, radiating red lines like highways on a sectional chart.
"You resigned your commission� 'cause of me?" That message had lodged in Roddy's mind like a truck parked sideways, blocking comprehension of anything else.
"They treated you like dirt, Colonel. When I got back to California, I looked back and saw how they had manipulated me. They effectively kept me from having any contact with you before the trial." He shook his head in frustration. He would liked to have been there sooner to offer support.
"But you're too young, Dutch� your career. You love flying� like me. What will you do?"
As he forced coffee down the distraught figure, Schuler related his story, starting with the fact that he was in excellent shape financially. Since he had no family to support, he had invested a sizeable portion of his monthly pay the past several years through a friend who was a specialist in stock and commodity options. The result had been phenomenal.
His nest egg had hatched into a flock of golden hens. As a result, he was in no rush to start on a new career. Physically he felt great for the first time since the crash in Iran a year ago. He was ready to concentrate on his tennis game.
"Since you don't seem to have anything tying you down here," Schuler said, glancing around the untidy hovel, "why don't you come with me and help me get back into my game."
"Come where?" The coffee had cut through the whiskey-borne fog, but he was hearing almost too much to take in at one swallow.
"To Mexico."
Dutch told about a girl he had dated whose father was a retired lieutenant general. The general and his wife were living near the town of Chapala, on the lake of the same name south of Guadalajara. In glowing terms, the girl had described a paradise where the weather was perfect, the people friendly and the cost of living unbelievably low compared to the U.S.
Schuler gave his best boyish grin. "How about it, Colonel? Shall I call the airline and make our reservations?"
Roddy stared into the steaming, blackish brew. Now he had lost count of how many cups of coffee he had drunk. Would he ever get a handle on his life again? Karen had left him and moved to Gainesville to be near the girls. He was a civilian for the first time in twenty-five years, not of his own choosing. At forty-six, he was a has-been. It occurred to him that his life was a bigger mess than this ratty apartment, for which he felt a sudden, irrational loathing.
"How about it, Colonel?" Schuler repeated. "I need your help."
Somebody needed his help. Somebody he respected. Somebody whose life he had nearly ruined. Although he knew the ambush had not been his fault, he still felt a sense of guilt at having been the one who chose the crew members for the mission. Had he been in a little better shape to think things through objectively, he might not have come to the hasty conclusion that he did. But at the moment, seeing a glimmer of light out there like a beacon shining through the fog, he could think of nothing better to do.
He nodded. "Okay, Dutch. Let's go."
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As it turned out, Peter Schuler had regained his tennis prowess, but with not as much help as he had hoped from his old commander. Roddy's leg improved, though not enough to propel him around the court at his former speed. The most encouraging aspect of the venture was Roddy's discovery that he was not an alcoholic, only a problem drinker. As soon as he left his problems behind, he found he no longer felt the need to drown himself in alcohol. He learned to confine himself to an occasional beer or a glass of wine, or to a margarita at a party.
Schuler soon became a good friend of retired General Wackenhut and his wife. Roddy declined to join him, though. He didn't feel comfortable in the company of an Air Force general, retired or otherwise. Meanwhile, the general's daughter became a more frequent visitor, causing the romance to blossom. And after a couple of years in Mexico, Dutch had proposed and followed her back to the States. By that time, Roddy had found the job flying helicopters and was back in his element. The one facet of the flying business that did not overly thrill him was the one he had taken on that afternoon, instructing beginning pilots who hardly knew the difference between a cyclic control and a throttle. Roddy was a stickler for detail, which was why he was still around. It got pretty tedious at times. After finishing with his students in late afternoon, he drove over to Tonal� on the southeastern side of Guadalajara, a haven for artists and craftsmen. The discussion at breakfast had reminded him of his promise to send Lila a graduation gift, a set of the black ceramic dinnerware that was produced here.
Pleased with his selection, Roddy headed for the lake, stopping in Chapala at the home of a native friend who had loaned him several books on Mexican art and literature. They got into a lively discussion on the novels of Carlos Fuentes. By the time he got up to leave, he discovered he had been there nearly two hours.
Arriving home, he found the red light on his answering machine flashing with its usual frenetic persistence. It always gave him the uneasy feeling that the relentless little bloodshot eye would keep right on winking to eternity unless the messages were promptly played back. He hit the playback button the moment he walked in.
"Colonel Rodman, this is Sergeant Clint Black. We met this morning at breakfast. I have some information I doubt you are aware of. I think you ought to know about it. Call me when you get in." He left his number.
Roddy played the message back again. There seemed to be a sense of urgency in the voice. Something he should know about? What kind of information could he have? Then he considered where Black had been assigned, the office of the Assistant Chief of Staff, Intelligence.
He glanced at his watch. It was nearly nine. Normally he wouldn't have bothered to return a call at this time of night, but the message had heightened his curiosity. He wasn't about to sit around the remainder of the evening speculating on what it meant. Lifting the phone, he called the Sergeant.
"Roddy Rodman," he began apologetically, "sorry to be calling so late, but I just got in and got your message."
"No problem, Colonel Rod�"
"Roddy," he fired back. He enjoyed the company of his ex-Air Force buddies, but dropping the rank was a way of distancing himself from his painful past. "I've been a civilian for a few years now, Clint. It's just plain old Roddy."
"Sorry, sir. I'm new at this. You'll have to bear with me."
"I know. It's sort of a culture shock. What's this information you mentioned?"
Black's voice turned cautious. "First, let me be sure you're who I think you are. The former Colonel Warren Rodman of the Spec Ops Command? Operation Easy Street?"
Roddy closed his eyes and got a brief flashback of a panel of stern-faced officers staring coldly as the verdict was read. It was a subject nobody had mentioned in quite awhile, something he hadn't chosen to dwell on either. He spoke the word that echoed in his ears. "Guilty."
That caught Black off guard. He stammered, "I didn't mean to� that is� "
"Don't worry about it. I've developed a pretty thick skin. I'm not even sure I still hate the Air Force."
"I can understand why you would. The reason I called, one of the people I worked with occasionally at the Pentagon was Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar."
Roddy could see the nervous figure on the witness stand, the troubled, dark eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses. "When did he get promoted?"
"Shortly after your court-martial. Were you aware that he died recently?"
"Bolivar died? What of?"
"He committed suicide. They found an empty pill bottle beside his bed. I believe it was a prescription sleeping drug called Dalmane."
"The hell you say." His first reaction was serves the bastard right. Then he began to wonder why the young officer would have done such a thing? Had his conscience finally gotten the best of him? Did he leave a note of confession that he had lied under oath? No, Roddy realized. He would have heard if that had happened.
"It was around three months ago," Black said, a note of sadness in his voice. "It was the main reason I chose to take my retirement now."
"Your retirement? I don't understand."
"Despite my dark skin, with a name like Clint Black a lot of people didn't realize I was part Hispanic. But Colonel Bolivar knew. He looked on me as the only fellow Mexican-American around there. He often stopped by to chat. When things recently got rough for him, he decided to confide in me. It really wasn't all that surprising. I'm a pretty good listener. They used to call me 'Dan Landers' around the intelligence shop. I didn't think much about it at first. Several times he mentioned that something had been bugging him badly. It got to the point that he knew he was going to have to do something, but he couldn't decide what.
"Colonel Bolivar was a bachelor. I knew he'd been pretty much of a loner. He finally asked if I would meet him one Saturday morning. It was at a shopping center near where I lived at Tysons Corner, Virginia. When he told me his story, it shocked the hell out of me."
Roddy dropped onto the chair beside the telephone and pressed the instrument hard against his ear. He hadn't listened to anything so intently since the day he had heard that court-martial verdict in Florida. "What did he say?"
"He apologized first for burdening me with his troubles but said I was the only one he felt comfortable talking to. He wanted my opinion of what he should do. Said he had confessed to his priest, but he didn't feel that was enough. Colonel Bolivar said he didn't know for sure just why it had happened, but that General Patton had not told him about that change in the communications channel you were supposedly briefed on."
"Patton hadn't told him?"
"That's right."
Roddy was incredulous. "He admitted he lied at my court-martial?" It was something he had always hoped for deep in his heart, but something he had never expected to happen. He tried to fight back the rising tide of elation he knew was premature.
"Yes. He said as soon as he arrived back at Andrews from the Persian Gulf, he was whisked off to General Patton's office. The General warned him to say nothing about the operation to anyone until he received further instructions. Then he got a call from a man who said he was acting on behalf of the General. He met with him over in Maryland, said it was a hide and seek thing like something out of a spy novel. The guy really gave him the creeps. He told the Colonel there had been an unavoidable screw-up, that he was supposed to have been instructed to brief you on a change in the alternate frequency for the national command channel. The man said if anyone questioned him, he was to confirm that General Patton had told him about the change, and he was to say he had relayed it to you."
"Damn." Roddy groaned, remembering Bolivar's performance at the trial. "I thought it sounded like he was repeating somebody else's words on the stand. Why the hell did he agree to do it?"
"He refused at first. Said he couldn't lie like that, even for General Patton. Then the guy got nasty. Told him if he didn't, his career was over. Said they would charge him with being gay. And, if necessary, they would come up with photographs to prove it. Colonel Bolivar denied he was homosexual, but said he had no doubt the man was capable of forcing him into some kind of staged situation. And that wasn't all. The Colonel's father worked at a military base in Texas. The man threatened to have his father fired as well. Said he might even come home some day and find his house burned to the ground."
Roddy had begun to feel a touch of sympathy for the tormented young officer. But his distaste for General Wing Patton was becoming unbearable. Patton was responsible for the death of Sergeant Barry Nickens and all the others. He also started having some misgivings about Chief Master Sergeant Clint Black.
"Didn't you feel any compulsion to report what he had said to somebody? Like the IG?"
"Oh, I thought about it plenty. I told the Colonel I was sorry, it was too big a problem for me to advise him on. I had enough trouble trying to decide what I should do myself. I thought about what might happen to Colonel Bolivar if I officially reported it. And, frankly, I had some thoughts about what it might mean for me. Like a visit from that shady character who had threatened the Colonel. But before I could sort it all out, I got the news he had committed suicide."
Roddy shook his head. "Did he leave any kind of note?"
"Yes. It said he had some unsolvable personal problems. Probably wouldn't have done you much good even if he had confessed the truth."
"Why?"
"The note wasn't signed. Wasn't even in his handwriting. Just printed out on his dot matrix printer."
"Shit!" There went his hopes. "That made it pretty moot for you, too, didn't it?"
"Made it my word against a dead man. I knew what I had to do, though. I really loved the Air Force, but I couldn't stay there any longer knowing what I knew about General Patton. That was one of the main reasons for choosing Guadalajara. I figured my wife and I would get as far away from it as we could, come down here and forget. I never dreamed I'd run into you. When I met you this morning, I realized what I had to say probably couldn't help. But I thought it might make things a little more understandable."
"You're damned right about that, Clint. And I thank you for having the guts to tell me."
Roddy lay in bed for a long time rehashing the dreadful ordeal from start to finish. Now at last he was able to fit all the distressing pieces into their proper places. And at last he knew the real culprit, the august General Wing Patton. He also knew that the tragic operation called Easy Street had claimed yet another victim, Lt. Col. Juan Antonio Bolivar.
When he finally dozed off, he was wondering if he should write Karen and tell her what he had learned. Maybe not, he thought. What good would it do if he couldn't prove anything? At any rate, he would have to wait for Lila to send him their new address. She and her mother had just moved to the Washington area, where she had landed a teaching job. Renee, who had finished college two years earlier, lived in the Virginia suburbs with her new husband, a young lawyer on the staff of Florida's senior senator.
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When Roddy arrived at the operations counter in the Aeronautica Jalisco hangar one afternoon the following week, Mar�a, an attractive black-haired girl with a perennial smile, informed him there was a "gringo writer" in the lounge who wanted to look around Tequila. He found a short, chubby man in his mid-thirties waiting. Obviously no sun worshipper, he had a pale white complexion and an upturned nose that went along with a skeptic's questioning gaze. His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses he had donned to cope with the glare of the blazing Mexican afternoon sun.
Roddy approached with an outstretched hand. "I'm your pilot, Roddy Rodman."
"Bryan Janney," the plump man said with a pouting sort of frown. "They told me you were former military. Army?"
"Air Force."
"Rescue?"
"Nope. The other kind."
"Meaning special operations, clandestine variety." Janney nodded knowingly.
"Sounds like you know your Air Force, Mr. Janney. I understand you're a writer. That takes in a multitude of sins."
"I was the top investigative reporter in New York City," he said with no hint of humility. "That was before I got too deeply into the wrong story."
"What was wrong with it?"
"It was one the paper didn't want to pursue. I thought they were idiots. When I found out the real reason, I quit in disgust. But it made me more curious than ever."
"What did you find out?"
"That it was killed by the publisher."
Roddy frowned. "Why'd he do that?"
"He was a member of the organization I was looking into. Obviously I was hitting too close to home."
Janney jerked a map from his briefcase, held it out for Roddy to see and jabbed a beefy finger at a red "X" marked in the mountains a little more than 100 kilometers northwest of Guadalajara. "Here's where I want to look around, just from the air."
Roddy studied the map. He knew the area, higher up in the southern stretches of the western Sierra Madres, but had only flown over it a few times. It was rugged country, with peaks above 8,000 feet. He wondered what Janney was looking for, but true to his spec ops training kept his questions to himself. If the man wanted him to know, he would tell him.
"Okay," Roddy said. "Let's go."
He did a thorough preflight of the small chopper, checking fuselage, fuel, engine and controls. When he was satisfied everything was functioning properly, he climbed in beside his passenger, gave him a set of headphones with a mike, showed him how to use it and fired up the engine. He had already checked the weather and found it clear and sunny within 200 kilometers of Guadalajara. It stayed that way virtually year-round, except for brief afternoon or evening periods during the rainy season, which was now just beginning. With clearance from the tower, Roddy throttled up and lifted directly off the ramp like a buzzing insect.
Janney grinned as they made a tight turn and headed away from the airport at low altitude. "This is the way to see the countryside," he said over the intercom.
"It's old-fashioned, 'seat-of-the-pants' flying," said Rodman. "Good for rubber-necking. When we get where we're going, I can drop right down on the deck if you'd like." His eyes swept the area as they crossed the teeming southwestern suburbs.
"Not too low at first, thanks. Depends on what we see. Could be some people around, in which case we don't want to put them on alert."
Roddy leveled off below 1,000 feet and headed in the direction of Highway 15, the main route that led up the west coast to the U.S. border at Nogales, Arizona. He took up a course paralleling the highway and the railroad. Just west of Guadalajara, they passed the 8,500-foot Volcano Colli. Soon they were flying over the low hills of tequila country, where rolling fields spread out below with row after row of the bluish, bayonet-like leaves of the agave maguey cactus, producer of the sap from which Mexico's national beverage was distilled. There were a few ranches around as well, and herds of cattle grazed leisurely in the sprawling countryside as the mountains rose dramatically beyond.
Roddy described what they were seeing as Janney soaked up the view and the rotor blades whacked noisily overhead. He finally lapsed into silence and began to chew over the writer's earlier comment concerning not putting people on alert. He hadn't heard remarks such as that since back in the days when he flew Pave Lows. It usually meant avoiding situations that might draw hostile fire.
He wasn't getting paid enough to risk another ambush. If that was what lay at the end of this flight, he was prepared to abort now. "I hope your comment about putting people on alert doesn't mean somebody's liable to take a shot at us," he said.
Janney shrugged his rounded shoulders. "I hardly think so. But I really don't know what they have going on. A source tipped me that something important would be taking place around there. He said it was of vital interest to a guy named Adam Stern and his employers at the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. That's the organization I've been gathering information on. Stern flew in here shortly before I did."
"I'm not familiar with that outfit," Roddy said with a shake of his head.
"Most people aren't. But they damn well will be when I get this book written. It's an organization supposedly dedicated to studying foreign policy issues and their ramifications. But the picture I'm getting is of an outfit with a hidden agenda. It's dominated and controlled by international bankers and industrial monopolists. They're what I call cartel capitalists and corporate socialists. Their goal appears to be control of the world economy through manipulation of governments around the globe. Manipulating them into the socialist camp."
"Manipulating governments? That sounds pretty heavy. I trust they don't plan to try anything like that in the good old U.S. of A.?"
Janney gave him an indulgent smile. "We're their major practice field."
"You're kidding."
"Hardly. FAR members have been key advisers in the past several administrations. They dominate the State Department. They include some of the top military brass."
"Like who?"
"General Wing Patton for one, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Matter of fact, his father-in-law, who died recently, was one of their ringleaders. General Frederick Parker Strong, former JCS chairman, former Secretary of State, elder statesman par excellence."
"Damn. I wouldn't put it past that bastard Patton."
Janney suddenly began to contemplate Roddy with a new intensity. Then his eyes slowly widened with the dawning of understanding. "You're Colonel Warren Rodman."
Soberly, Roddy cut his eyes toward his passenger. "You were expecting maybe Mrs. Nussbaum?"
Janney grinned. He had a twisted way of smiling that came close to a sneer. "The pilot of the Easy Street mission. Hell, yes. The man General Patton accused of causing the mission's failure. As I recall, something about tuning to a malfunctioning communications satellite."
"FLTSATCOM. He never told me about that damned channel switch," Roddy said, suddenly serious. "He flat lied on the witness stand."
"I can believe it. You were the fall guy, weren't you? You took the heat off the General. That's the sort of manipulation I'd expect from Adam Stern."
"The guy you mentioned while ago?"
"Right. He does most of the dirty work for the Roundtable."
Roddy consulted his navigation chart, then glanced back at Janney's map. They were near the town of Tequila, home of the famous brew. "Here's where we part company with Highway 15."
He swung the helicopter onto a northerly heading that would take them directly to the valley marked by the "X" on Janney's map. The terrain below became more rugged as they climbed to maintain their clearance above the ground. It was covered with dense woods that made it resemble a speckled green carpet.
As they approached the target area, Roddy put the chopper into a gentle climb until he spotted the canyon with its precipitous sides, what was known in Mexico as a barranca. It was accessed by a primitive dirt road at one end. A large cabin and two smaller outbuildings were nestled in a clearing along a stream in the center of the secluded valley, which was wooded over most of its length. Both men scrutinized the layout as they flew across the end where the road entered.
"I don't see any activity," Roddy said, swinging his head from side to side. There were no people in sight. No vehicles. No animals.
"Neither do I," Janney agreed. "Let's make another pass. Take her down for a closer look this time."
Roddy turned the chopper and sent it into a sharp descent as he began a sweep that took them the length of the canyon just above the treetops. The gorge plunged about 150 meters from the rim and was around 800 meters long. Now they could see fresh tire tracks pointing at the cabin, parallel lines scribed in dirt that had been softened by an evening shower. Roddy slowed to a near hover and dropped until the rotor's downwash began to kick up reddish volcanic dust. Janney pointed to the rear of the house.
"Looks like fresh piles of horse shit, and hoof prints." He was swinging his head around excitedly. "Somebody has definitely been here not long ago."
"I don't see anything to indicate what they might have been doing. Do you?"
Janney frowned. "No. Maybe we're too early. Give him a little time. Might be a good idea to try again tomorrow or the next day."
"Seen enough for now?"
He nodded. "Let's get back to Guadalajara."
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It was late afternoon when they landed at Miguel Hidalgo Airport. Roddy jokingly complained that he had missed his siesta. In fact, he had planned a trip into Guadalajara to pick up a few items at the sprawling Mercado Libertad, a four-story complex of market stalls where you could haggle over everything from dried iguanas to jewelry to fancy saddles. He offered Bryan Janney a lift to his hotel, which was located on the fringes of the historic district not far from the market.
Traffic was heavy along Avenida 16 de Septiembre, which reminded Roddy why he normally chose mid-morning for his junkets into the city center. Guadalajara was called the most Mexican of Mexican towns, but its explosive growth as the country's second largest city made it appear as two cities in one, the crowded, sprawling suburbs and the colorful historic center, a collection of traditional Spanish colonial buildings of weathered beige sandstone.
Janney's hotel was not one of the top-rated lodgings, but it offered comfortable, reasonably-priced rooms, accompanied by a decent restaurant and bar. Located on a quiet side street, it presented some of the classic charm of old Mexico. Roddy parked near the entrance and turned to his passenger.
"Give me a call when you're ready to take another look at that barranca."
"Maybe tomorrow. Enjoyed the ride. How about coming in, let me buy you a beer?"
"Thanks. I'd better get on to the market. I need to head back shortly."
"I promised you a full rundown on the Roundtable," Janney recalled. "I'll print out some of my golden prose and bring it along next time. I always carry my laptop with me. Have a small dot matrix printer in the room, too, and a box of floppy disks with untold hours of research. Everything I've written on the book so far."
Roddy nodded. "Fine. I'd like to read it. From what you've told me, sounds like you may be onto something big."
"Biggest damned conspiracy I've ever� " Janney lapsed into silence, then spoke in a half whisper. "See the guy who just came out the front door? That's Adam Stern. I didn't tell you he's former CIA. He traveled down here under the name of 'Baker Thomas.' One dangerous sonofabitch. I assure you it isn't healthy to be on his list. I've heard some of the FAR leaders call him 'the enforcer.'"
As they watched, a charcoal gray Ford pulled up to the hotel and Stern, a sober-faced, casually-dressed man of medium height, climbed into the front seat.
"It's a rental car," Janney mused, noting the sticker on the rear bumper. He jotted down the license number in a small notebook. "Wonder who he's meeting?"
"Must not be from around here," Roddy said.
"Probably another foreigner." He looked at Roddy as the Ford started to pull away. "You're an old special operations hand. Had any experience following people?"
Roddy gave him a skeptical grin. "Following� as in 'tail that man?' Sorry, I just drive helicopters."
"How about giving it a try?"
"What's so important about this?"
Janney's eyes were now glued to the Ford. "I've got a feeling it could damned well be a crucial development, Colonel. Don't let them get out of sight."
What the hell, Roddy thought. He didn't have anything better to do. If Janney wanted to play secret agent, he would humor him for a little while. He angled away from the curb and started trailing the charcoal gray car, which was now approaching an intersection at the end of the block.
Fortunately, the task was simplified when the Ford pulled over and parked at a restaurant and bar a short distance away. The driver, a dark-haired man wearing jeans and a long-sleeve blue shirt � he might have been a rancher, but he didn't look Mexican � got out and walked in with Stern. Roddy drove on past as the men entered.
"Turn around and double back," Janney said. "We'll park and go in. I want a closer look at his buddy."
"You sure that's a good idea? Would Stern recognize you?"
"It's possible he knows of me, that I'm doing research on the Roundtable. I doubt I've made enough waves yet for him to be on the alert for me. He probably doesn't know what I look like, or give a damn. We'll just stay a few minutes."
Roddy didn't relish the idea of being an innocent bystander gobbled up in some fanciful game played by this beefy journalist. If it got any more involved than this, he would bow out. But he turned the Toyota around and drove back to the restaurant.
Inside, the place was decorated with bullfight posters and large tropical plants. The dining room was virtually empty, but the lounge appeared an oasis for the thirsty. Two burly ranchers with dusty boots, their big hats covering the chairs beside them, occupied the table next to Roddy and Janney. An empty table sat between the ranchers and the one where Adam Stern huddled with his bland-faced companion.
Janney ordered two beers, then reached into a pocket and took out something that startled Roddy. It was a camera. Very small, but quite obviously a camera. He held it in both hands, leaning across the table on his elbows. The camera was hidden by his plump fingers, but he was unquestionably pointing it toward the nearby table.
"What the hell are you doing?" Roddy asked.
"It's a Minox with high speed film," Janney replied, exhibiting a bit of irritation that anyone should question his actions. "They can't see the damn thing."
Roddy wasn't so sure. He cast a surreptitious glance toward Stern's table, but one of the ranchers blocked his view. He saw Janney separate his fingers to clear the lens and fire a couple of quick shots.
The waiter brought their beers and Janney kept his eyes focused on the other table as he gulped his down. It wasn't Roddy's idea of the way a surveillance operation should be run. But he wasn't an investigative reporter. Maybe they did things differently from cops and professional spooks.
"Did your source give you any idea what might be going on at that cabin up in the barranca?" Roddy asked.
"Only that it involved some kind of secret scheme with international ramifications. With Stern in it, I'd expect something treacherous."
"Then we'd better be a little more cautious if we fly up that way again."
"Right," said Janney, pushing back his empty beer. "I guess we've seen enough of this place."
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Major Nikolai Romashchuk glanced around as the two men moved toward the entrance to the restaurant. Adam Stern followed his gaze.
"Did you notice the fat one looking us over?" the Major asked.
"Yes. I'm sure I saw him around the hotel this morning."
"Do you think he followed us here?"
"Possibly. But I saw nothing of him as I came through the lobby, or out front."
Romaschchuk didn't believe in coincidence. He frowned across at his companion. "What about the other one?"
"I didn't get a good look, but nothing about him set off any alarm bells."
"What are you going to do?"
Stern rubbed a finger across the bristly curve of his chin, where a heavy growth of beard required an extra shave in the evening to maintain a trim appearance. "I'll check into the gentleman when I get back. He shouldn't be hard to find."
"Then I suggest you find him. We don't need any complications at this stage."
"Agreed," said Stern in a testy voice. "So you plan to train these Peruvian guerrillas in the mountains where we're going tomorrow," he said. "What does this deception operation involve?"
Romashchuk grinned. He enjoyed deception. This trip he was traveling as a German businessman. "General Zakharov likes to call it the 'Red Ruse,'" he said. "Our Shining Path delegation will create a bit of panic that�"
"Panic?" Stern turned a critical eye."Doing what?"
"Spreading around a compound developed in one of the old Soviet C/B warfare laboratories. We acquired a quantity of it, called a neurotoxin. It's a powdery substance that is easily absorbed by body tissues. It affects the brain in a way that brings on an irrational fear, leaves a person confused and subject to erratic ups and downs in mood. It wears off after a few days, but by then it will have served our purposes." He saw no need to go into the other "compound" they had "acquired." Let Adam Stern find out at the same time the rest of the world did.
"Where do you plan to use it?"
Romashchuk smiled. "The place that should cause America the most panic."
* * *
The telephone rang in the posh Manhattan apartment around eleven p.m. Actually, it was more of a chime than a ring. The musical tones had a melodic quality that helped soothe the sensibilities of the overburdened lord of the manor. Seated in a reclining chair, a hefty report dealing with the latest Japanese incursion into the U.S. market spread open across his ample belly, he lifted the phone off the solid cherry table and adjusted his gold-rimmed glasses.
"Yes?"
"We have a problem," said the voice from Mexico, where it was one hour earlier. Neither man used names. Each was quite familiar with and instantly recognized the other's voice.
"What's the problem?"
"Remember telling me about the journalist who was nosing around in our business?"
"The former reporter from here?"
"He isn't there at the moment. He's down here."
"You saw him?" The voice had taken on a hard, metallic quality.
"Apparently he followed me to a restaurant where I met with our foreign friend."
"He saw the two of you together?" The sound of disbelief had crept in.
"Right. I think he knows too much."
"I would have to agree with that."
"How much do you know about him?"
"According to his former publisher, he's a hell of a writer but personally an egotistical bastard. Didn't get along well with his colleagues. He was estranged from his family in California. Hasn't been back out there in years."
"Who's involved in his current project?"
"From what I've heard lately, he appears to be working strictly on his own. He wrote a book on some of the stories he handled for the newspaper. It's currently in the editing phase at a publishing house. As best we can tell, he hasn't talked with them about the current project."
"So what do you recommend?"
"I suggest you treat him the same as the Air Force lieutenant colonel. Do you have what you need?"
"I always travel prepared for any eventuality. I'll have to talk to him first, though."
"Why?"
"He was with another man. Somebody I couldn't identify."
"Damnit!" The tone became more urgent. "Do you know where he is now?"
"In a room two floors beneath mine."
"Then you'd better get on it right away. And I'd suggest you put a little distance between the two of you. We can't afford even a hint of your involvement."
"Don't worry. I already have a plan."
* * *
Nearly an hour later, Bryan Janney chanced to look around and noted the red message light blinking on his room telephone. He was seated at a table that held the briefcase-size laptop computer. A lightweight printer sat on a padded chair beside the table, perforated fanfold paper feeding in from one side and snaking down to the floor on the other. He was printing out portions of the book manuscript for Roddy Rodman.
The phone hadn't rung since he had returned to his room following a quiet meal at the hotel restaurant. Why had they turned on his message light now?
He walked over to the phone and called the front desk. "This is Mr. Janney in 212. What's my message light doing turned on?"
"Your friend said he had attempted to call but found your telephone busy. He left a message for you."
My friend? Must be Colonel Rodman, he thought. But he hadn't been on the phone. Rodman must have gotten the wrong room. Has he turned up something new on Adam Stern, he wondered? Or the cabin in the mountains?
"What did he say?"
"One moment, se�or."
Janney glanced around at the printer. It was still rattling away, though the padding of the chair helped cut down the noise level. He doubted it would bother anyone in an adjacent room. He didn't give a particular damn if it did.
"The message merely says, 'Bryan, I'm here.' And then his signature, Baker Thomas."
The hair suddenly tingled at the back of Bryan Janney's neck and a shudder ran through his body. Baker Thomas� Adam Stern.
"Do you have his room number?" the clerk inquired.
"Uh, I don't need it. Thanks," Janney mumbled in a choking voice. He almost dropped the phone his hand trembled so.
He began to breathe hard and stared about the room frantically, as though expecting the sinister face to pop up from under the bed or out of the shower. He had miscalculated. Stern must have spotted him at the restaurant, which meant the FAR emissary did know what he looked like. And if this cute little ploy was intended to intimidate him, Stern had succeeded admirably.
Janney tried to calm himself. He was almost hyperventilating. Think.
The only thing he could think of was that he had no desire to confront "the enforcer." One of his sources claimed to know of a man Stern had eliminated. Spell that "k-i-l-l-e-d!"
One imperative quickly lodged itself in his mind. He had to get out of here at once.
He shut off the printer and computer, stowed them in their cases, stuffed his clothes into his bag and grabbed his shaving kit from the bathroom. Then, hesitantly, he stuck his head out into the hallway. Seeing no one, he gathered up everything and started off toward the elevator with both hands full. Halfway there, he decided the elevator was too dangerous and turned toward the stairway.
Leaving his belongings in the stairwell at the first floor exit, Janney hurried into the lobby. He found a gray-haired couple and a few business types chatting. No sign of Stern. He walked over to the desk as casually as he could manage and told the clerk an unexpected problem had arisen. He had to return to the U.S. immediately. He hoped that news would throw Stern off the track.
When he had checked out and paid his bill, he returned to collect his bags and left the hotel through a side exit off the stairway. The sidewalk was deserted here. He waddled as fast as his short legs would allow under the burden of his luggage. With both the laptop and printer cases gripped in one hand, it felt like the sharp edge of a plastic handle was cutting into the soft flesh. He was panting and sweating by the time he found a taxi. He gave the driver the name of a less expensive and less fashionable hotel farther to the south that he had noticed on the way into town. Once safely checked in there, he would regroup and decide on his next move.
As the taxi rolled past a gaily decorated plaza where young couples strolled arm in arm and the sound of mariachi bands stirred the night air, he began to wonder if he hadn't reacted too hastily, out of unreasoned fear. Surely Adam Stern would not be so stupid as to make some rash attack on an American journalist here in the heart of Mexico. Then it occurred to him that it might be a smart move to give Colonel Rodman a copy of the entire manuscript, all that he had completed. If Stern should accost him, he would have a credible threat of exposure, as good as an ace in the hole.
Anyway, he reassured himself, Stern would have to find him first. He turned to look through the rear window. What he saw was the normal evening traffic for a lively city of five million inhabitants. What he did not see was two cars that had earlier waited near the hotel, one at the front and one in view of the side entrance.
* * *
The rooms were smaller here. Instead of a writing desk, there was only a tiny round table, barely enough space for his laptop. He had registered under the name of Bruce Jones. It fit the "BJ" initials on his luggage. He used the address of his brother in L.A. At least it was the last address he had for him. How long had it been since he was home? It made no difference. His family still called him Addy, a name he hated. They ignored him until he had started making good money at the newspaper. They would really come banging on his door when he made it big with these new books.
He pulled off his red and yellow knit shirt and threw it on the bed. Although the night air outside was fairly cool, his shirt was soaked with sweat. Damn Adam Stern.
He plugged the printer into his computer and pressed both power-on buttons. The familiar sound was reassuring as both machines whirred to life. It was around midnight, but it was important that he get this material printed out. Nothing was going to stop him now. He pushed a high density floppy into the disk drive and was about to open his word processing program when a knock sounded at the door.
Bryan Janney held his breath for a moment as his heart seemed to falter. Then he struggled to breathe normally and admonished himself for giving way to senseless panic at the first random sound. He had left Stern cooling his heels at the hotel. He was certain of it.
He walked to the door, which had no peephole, and called out, "Who is it?"
"Se�or Jones?"
He didn't recognize the voice. He thought it had a Mexican ring to it. "Yes?"
"You forget to sign the card."
He frowned. "What card? I signed the registration."
"The tourismo card. It is required by the federales."
Janney had heard of the federales, the Federal Judicial Police. His inclination was to say to hell with the federales, but he accepted that the bureaucracy here was at least as burdensome as it was at home, and probably moreso. He unlocked the door and pulled it open.
Adam Stern stepped into the doorway, a deadly-looking semiautomatic in his hand, its barrel lengthened by the menacing addition of a silencer. "Don't utter a sound, Mr. Janney, or it will be your last," he said in a cold, deliberate voice.
Janney could almost feel the malevolence in those eyes of bluish granite. His chin quivered uncontrollably. His feet shuffled backward as Stern advanced toward him. Then he saw the other man, the one dressed like a rancher who had been with Stern at the restaurant. Both men came into the room. The stranger closed the door.
"I see we have a computer," said Stern, his gaze quickly taking in the small room. "No doubt it contains your imaginative writings about the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Please sit down, Mr. Janney."
He gave the writer a slight push, which was all it took to send him sprawling backward onto the bed. Stern placed one foot on the chair beside the table, leaning the hand that held the gun on his upraised knee. The barrel had not wavered from the ample target provided by Janney's stomach.
"We have a few questions," he said as Janney struggled to sit up on the side of the bed. "If you cooperate, the chances are good you will leave this room alive. Who was the man with you when you came to the restaurant to spy on us."
"I wasn't spying," Janney said. He wanted badly to believe the part about leaving the room alive. "I was only�"
"The name," Stern demanded.
Janney had no desire to cause Colonel Rodman any trouble. Maybe he could bluff his way through this. "It was a tourist I met at the hotel. He had a rental car and we decided to stop there for a drink. Then I saw you."
"Your chances are growing slimmer, Mr. Janney. What is the man's name?"
"Bradford," he blurted. "Robert Bradford." It was the name of his former managing editor at the newspaper.
"We'll see." Stern handed the pistol to Romashchuk. "If he moves, kill him."
He found a directory, checked the hotel number and dialed it. After a few moments, he said, "I'd like to speak to Mr. Robert Bradford."
As the room fell silent, sweat began to break out on Janney's forehead. He felt his hopes fading like a pair of stone-washed jeans.
A few moments later, Stern spoke into the telephone again. "I see," he said, nodding. "Thank you." If looks could have killed, Janney would have been dead right then. Stern stared at him through eyes that could have passed for evil incarnate. "As you know, no such person exists. This is your last chance." He took the gun back and aimed it at the center of the flabby chest.
Janney crumbled suddenly and began to sob. His voice cracked as he spoke. "His name is W-Wa-Warren Rodman. He's a helicopter pilot. Works for Aeronautica Jalisco at Guadalajara airport."
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Minsk, Belarus
Dark clouds hovered overhead as large raindrops danced on the pavement of Komsomolskaya Ulitsa, leaving Minsk in a mood as melancholy as a Chekhov play. For the head of the Belarus KGB, watching the wind-driven droplets hit the window and disintegrate, it was a performance he would prefer to have skipped. If it kept up much longer, Dynamo Stadium would be a quagmire. To further darken his outlook, that bastard Sergei Perchik had been on the phone again. In his patently abusive manner, he had demanded information that might lead to the arrest of Chief Investigator Yuri Shumakov.
"I have no information on the man's whereabouts," Borovsky had protested. "I have not seen or heard from him since he disappeared a little over a week ago."
"He told me you had sent him to Kiev. What was he doing down there? Perhaps I could send someone to pick up his trail if we knew where to look."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Prosecutor. I can't tell you anything about his investigation. You will have to talk with Chairman Latishev about that."
"You have been nothing but evasive with me, General Borovsky. I was led to believe we had entered a new era of cooperation between the organs of state security and the people's prosecutor. I find your attitude completely irresponsible."
Perchik had ranted on about the lack of cooperation from the KGB and threatened to lodge a formal complaint with Latishev. Borovsky detested the man but would gladly have given him any information he had on Shumakov just to get him off his back. But the fact was the investigator had left him in the dark as much as anybody. Unfortunately, his disappearance had come just at a time when they appeared to be on the threshold of a break in the investigation.
Borovsky had received a complete report from the Brest Militia on the murder of Vadim Trishin. He had considerable difficulty squaring what he knew of Yuri Shumakov with the brutal act that was described in the report, although he recalled the investigator's remark that he had "a score to settle" regarding his brother's death. Borovsky had talked with Shumakov's wife, a nurse as attractive as she was intelligent, who seemed fully convinced of her husband's innocence. According to her version, the anonymous phone call to the Brest Militia was evidence of someone deliberately attempting to frame Yuri for the murder. But who, or why? She could offer no suggestions, and Borovsky certainly had none.
Meanwhile, Chairman Latishev was pressing him to follow up on what Shumakov had learned. He was anxious to establish just what General Zakharov and Major Romashchuk were involved in, who their accomplices were and whether it would have any ramifications for the July fifth CIS meeting, now barely two weeks off. Borovsky had dispatched a new man to Kiev but got no help from Shumakov's contact, Oleg Kovalenko. The KGB officer reported that Kovalenko, a huge bear of a man, had threatened to bodily throw him out of the office when he declined to divulge just what the investigation was about. The Kiev chief investigator accused the authorities in Minsk of carrying out a witch hunt against his friend Shumakov.
If all of this wasn't enough to give him ulcers, the General had begun to pick up disturbing rumbles about unrest among the military. Latishev had called in General Nikolsky to question him about a speech he had made at Chelyuskintsev Park. The general assured him his only concern was for the morale of his troops. Borovsky wasn't so sure of that. What he had heard sounded more like a call to arms for reconstituting some sort of central army, an idea that ran completely counter to the aims of the leadership among most members of the commonwealth. If that kind of thinking had infected much of the military, there could be trouble ahead.
When his secretary came in with a stack of papers to be signed, she remarked grimly, "Prosecutor Perchik is a rude, thankless man. I hope you don't have to deal with him often."
He shrugged. "He's after me to give him information on Yuri Shumakov. Hell, I don't have anything to give him."
"Maybe Shumakov talked with someone else in the building," she said.
Borovsky thought about that for a moment. "Good idea. Let's send a memo around. If anyone has information about him, instruct them to contact me."
The memo had hardly had time to circulate among the various sections when Paul Kruszewski, the plump identification specialist with Polish ancestry, appeared at the General's office.
"I did some telephoning to Gdansk for Shumakov the last morning he was here," said Kruszewski.
* * *
Roddy Rodman awoke early, put on his morning coffee and sat down to a heaping bowl of cereal. A creature of habit, he began his usual rehashing of the previous day, with a look ahead at today's agenda. He recalled the writer from New York's comments about General Patton. Would Bryan Janney be interested in Clint Black's revelation, he wondered? The chances were slim to none he could do anything to affect Roddy's case, but the fat man might find the JCS Chairman's pressure on Lt. Col. Bolivar to lie on the witness stand useful fodder for further research.
When he finished breakfast, he called the hotel and asked for Janney. There was a short pause, and then the operator informed him that Se�or Janney had checked out late last night.
Roddy sat there with a puzzled frown. It was early evening when he had dropped Janney at the hotel. The man had said nothing at all about the possibility of leaving anytime soon. His last words were something to the effect that he would be calling today or tomorrow about another flight into the mountains. What had changed his mind?
When he arrived at the Aeronautica Jalisco hangar later in the morning, he was hailed by Pablo Alba, the firm's pudgy, affable director of operations. Alba was the quintessential tapat�o, with profuse black hair, a bushy black mustache, a glued-on smile and a jocular manner that gave the impression he was always on the lookout for a fiesta. After four years at the University of Colorado, he spoke fluent American.
"Roddy," he called out from across the open bay, "some gringo from up north was inquiring about you earlier this morning."
Rodman walked over to the office door where Alba stood. "Bryan Janney, the fat guy I flew yesterday afternoon?" Maybe he hadn't left Guadalajara after all.
Alba shook his head. "I believe he said his name was Thomas."
"Thomas who?"
"No, no. Last name Thomas. Said he was a private investigator checking you out for some company back in the U.S. He wanted to know how long you had worked here, where you lived, things like that. Are you thinking about moving back?"
"Hell, no. I have no idea why he would be asking about me. I haven't�"
Alba stopped him with a raised hand as Mar�a waved a telephone from behind the large office window. "Sorry, got to catch a call."
As Roddy turned away, the name "Thomas" suddenly snagged on the jagged edge of a half-forgotten comment. He spun around and rushed after Pablo Alba, overtaking him just as he was about to answer the phone.
"Was the name `Baker Thomas'?" Roddy asked, the words coming in a rush.
"Right. Baker Thomas. That was it."
A man obviously lost in thought, Roddy wandered aimlessly between the parked aircraft across to the hangar lounge. What the hell was going on here? Bryan Janney had disappeared. Now Adam Stern comes around asking questions. He saw no way Stern could have gotten his name except from Janney. But after what the writer had said about the man yesterday, it seemed inconceivable that he would have volunteered any information. And why was Stern using some fictitious excuse about being an investigator for an American company?
Roddy wondered if the hotel operator might have made a mistake. Using the phone in the lounge, he called again, this time asking for the front desk.
"This is Mr. Rodman with Aeronautica Jalisco," he told the clerk. "One of your guests chartered a helicopter from us yesterday. I need to leave him a message. His name is Bryan Janney, an American."
"I'm sorry, se�or," the clerk replied in a voice that sounded truly regretful, "but that would be impossible."
"What do you mean?"
"Se�or Janney checked out of our hotel last night. He told the night clerk he had to return to the U.S. immediately, but that is not what he did."
Now Roddy was really confused. "What did he do?"
"The police were here a short time ago. They said after leaving here, he checked into Motel La Palma. When the maid came to clean his room this morning, she found him dead."
"Dead?" Roddy frowned in disbelief.
"S�, se�or. Dead. The police found an empty prescription medicine bottle beside the bed. Sleeping pills. I believe they called it Dalmane."
"An accidental overdose?"
"No, se�or. A suicide. He had left a note in the printer connected to his small computer."
Roddy rambled out to his car in total bewilderment. Had the whole world gone mad? He had no idea what the note in Janney's printer might have said. It didn't matter. The man he had flown into the mountains yesterday and accompanied to the restaurant near the hotel late in the afternoon was definitely not suicidal. Anything but. He had been businesslike, determined, more than a little cocky. The only misgivings he had expressed concerned the deadly nature of one Adam Stern.
Roddy tried to sort out all the troubling images that had begun to whirl about in his head. He recalled Janney's comments: "one dangerous sonofabitch� it isn't healthy to be on his list� called 'the enforcer.'" A picture was slowly beginning to take shape. Had Janney feared that Stern was onto him and fled, but not far enough? Had "the enforcer" found him and administered a lethal dose of whatever Dalmane contained? If so, it hadn't happened before Stern learned that his companion at the restaurant was a pilot named Warren Rodman.
As the thoughts churned about in his mind, one conclusion seemed obvious. Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar had not committed suicide either. The circumstances were not just close. They were virtually identical. The empty sleeping pill bottle, Dalmane again, and the note in the printer. Had General Patton become worried that Bolivar might be ready to confess his part in the cover-up? Was Adam Stern the emissary who had threatened the officer in the first place?
Roddy was finally routed out of his monk-like trance by a blaring horn. He looked around to see Mar�a waving merrily as she pulled out of the parking area. He glanced at his watch. It was already past noon.
Adam Stern, alias Baker Thomas, was likely somewhere out there methodically tracking him down, Roddy calculated. It was not a comforting thought.
He glanced up at his reflection in the rearview mirror and didn't like what he saw. The face of a man in total confusion. Was he letting an overactive imagination run amok? How much did he really know about Bryan Janney? The man was brash and overbearing. He could easily have been boosting his own ego by exaggerating the threat posed by Stern. Roddy recalled Janney's comment about the box of floppy disks containing "untold hours of research" and all he had written on the book. There was one way to find out if the writer's "suicide" was something infinitely more sinister.
He started the car and drove into the southern fringes of the city, where he found Motel La Palma, a rather drab looking structure done in pseudo-colonial style. At the registration desk in the small lobby stood a thin, long-haired man who appeared as out of place in a dark blue tie and starched white shirt as a Wall Street banker in a serape. His spare face was highlighted by an aquiline nose, marking him as likely one of the Lacandones, probably the last living descendants of the Mayas.
"I just heard the terrible news about Se�or Bryan Janney," Roddy said with an air of great concern. "I had loaned him some material on a floppy disk to use with his computer. I wondered if it might have been left in his room?"
"The police took everything," said the clerk dispassionately.
Roddy gave him an understanding smile. "Of course. I should have thought of that. I wonder, did you see the room before they cleaned it out?"
He nodded. "I went in to see what was wrong after the maid came down the hall babbling and moaning. It was I who called the police."
"Did you notice if there was a box of floppy disks around his computer?" Roddy described its size and shape with hand gestures.
The clerk shook his head emphatically. "There was no such box, se�or. The police made me watch as they gathered up everything. I had to sign an inventory. There was a small computer and a printer, a suitcase containing nothing but clothing, and a leather shaving kit. There was also a briefcase with a few notes and papers, along with his passport."
"He shot some pictures of me with a small camera. Did you notice it?"
"No, se�or. There was no camera."
Roddy thanked him and left. Undoubtedly what the police took away contained nothing with even a remote mention of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. It left no question that Bryan Janney had become the latest victim of Adam Stern. And he knew that unless he exercised considerable caution and a lot of street smarts, his might easily be the next head to grace Stern's trophy case.
As he started driving back toward the airport, he concentrated on thinking it through the way he would expect a person like Stern to do. The man had been a clandestine professional. He was posing as a private investigator. He would probably contact the neighbors and learn what he could about Roddy's daily routine. He might check back with Pablo Alba on any planned flights.
Roddy stopped at a pay phone and called Alba.
"Heard anymore of that Baker Thomas guy?" he asked.
"Haven't seen or heard of him," said Alba.
"I've been thinking about it, and I'm not real happy about him nosing around my affairs, Pablo. He may call or come back looking for me. Would you do me a favor? If you hear from him again, tell him I'm on a charter to Mexico City or somewhere and won't be back for several days. Tell Mar�a in case she should be asked."
"Sure, Roddy. You really plan to be unavailable?"
"Yeah. I need to take a little time off to get some things done. Any problem?"
"No. Everything looks quiet here. Go ahead."
As Roddy thought of what he should do, his first inclination was to head for the nearest police station and lay it on the line. Bryan Janney was a victim of murder, not suicide. But, realistically, that would likely be met with questions about his sanity or his motivation for such outrageous accusations. He hadn't the slightest bit of evidence to back it up. And if he managed to get away from the police without a straightjacket, he would probably find himself facing an unforgiving Adam Stern.
* * *
Nikolai Romashchuk sat behind the wheel of the rented Jeep Cherokee as they rolled through the suburbs on Highway 15, the route to Tequila. Working through an old KGB contact in the moribund Mexican Communist Party, he had been put in touch with the owner of the remote lodge hidden away in the wooded canyon. It appeared to be the perfect site for this phase of the operation.
Since picking up Adam Stern at the hotel, Romashchuk had spent most of his time answering questions about his recruitment of the guerrilla team and his plans for teaching them what they needed to know to complete the mission. But at the first lull in the conversation, the Major inquired about the aftermath of last night's venture at Motel La Palma.
"What were you able to learn about Warren Rodman?" he asked.
"Some very interesting facts. I'm sure you remember the big international flap back in September of 1991, when one of our helicopters was shot down in the mountains of Iran."
"Oh, yes. It was right after the coup fell through. Took the spotlight off us for a week or so."
"Well, it seems our Mr. Rodman was the Air Force colonel who piloted the chopper. He was later court-martialed, then retired and moved down here."
"Bryan Janney picked himself quite an experienced pilot then, didn't he?"
"Right. I'm still not sure I believe all the bastard told us. Particularly that he said nothing to Rodman about my connection with the cabin. Or that Rodman didn't know why he wanted to follow us to that restaurant. It will be interesting to see what we find on that film from the Minox."
Romashchuk shrugged. "Didn't you say Rodman left on a charter flight to Mexico City this morning? He probably isn't aware that anything happened to Janney. By the time he gets back, he will be damned lucky to find any trace of the man. Outside the family, suicide is a very forgettable affair. The body will be long buried, the case closed. I doubt we'll have any more problems with Mr. Rodman."
"I hope to hell you're right. Just to be safe, though, I'll give you a contact who can see that somebody keeps an eye on him."
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Falls Church, Virginia
Strings of multi-colored Oriental lanterns criss-crossed the smoothly-clipped green lawn, their small lights becoming more visible as the fading sun slowly dipped behind the Northern Virginia hills. Red tablecloths along the brick terrace at the rear of the spacious two-story house caught the lengthening rays and appeared to glow like hot coals. The hostess also glowed. That beautiful sun had been a godsend. The possibility of rain had kept Lori Hill's fingers and toes crossed for days now. But judging by the reaction of the crowd, the party was a terrific hit. Despite all the expensive trappings, though, for many of the guests, particularly the ladies, the star attraction so far had been the Hill twins, Liz and Cam, who were a precocious pair for tots in their "terrible twos."
"You're giving the neighborhood a hell of a challenge," said Will Arnold, the tall, tanned computer expert who lived next door.
Burke Hill let go of little Liz's hand and she went bouncing off like a rubber doll in pursuit of her brother, who was being shepherded by Arnold's wife, Maggie. Burke raised a questioning eyebrow. "What do you mean? What kind of challenge?"
Will spread his arms out to take in the crowd of people who were milling about the area between the back of the house and the woods at the rear of the two-acre lot. "How's anybody going to top this?"
It was the last week in June and dusk had brought little change in the day's sizzle. The temperature hovered in the mid-eighties. The casually-dressed guests toted their drinks and hors d'oeuvre plates about the lawn, moving from one buffet setup to the next. Each area was decorated to represent a different country or popular tourist destination in the U.S. Among the imaginative replicas were a London pub and a Japanese sushi bar. The areas featured food native to the town or country. A few provided entertainment by musicians dressed for the part, including a New Orleans jazz group and a mariachi band.
Burke grinned at Will Arnold and shrugged his broad shoulders. "Don't blame me. This is Lori's party. Can you believe that production outfit spent two days setting all this up?"
"Not bad for recreating half the globe."
"She's been talking about a tenth anniversary bash ever since we were married, and that's been nearly four years. When my wife decides to do something big, she does it big."
"Clipper Cruise & Travel is surely coining the dough," said Will. "She must have dropped a bundle on this. Looks like she invited half of Washington."
"A lot of airline and hotel people, bus tour operators, folks like that. Clipper can afford it. I don't handle her accounting, but I read the statements. Her travel business is doing okay."
Lori walked up just then, carrying a cup of New Orleans gumbo. "Where are the kids?" she asked. "I thought you were helping Maggie keep track of them?"
"She's got both in tow," Will said. "She's somewhere over there around Mexico. I guess they're listening to La Cucaracha, or whatever it is they're playing."
"Great party," Burke said with a grin. "Looks like the caterer's got everything under control. How's the gumbo?"
Lori gave him the okay sign with thumb and forefinger joined, then tossed her head, letting her long black tresses fall to one side. It made a sharp contrast to her husband's short gray hair, but, then, she was twenty years his junior. She was also a singularly attractive woman whose large, impish eyes had intrigued Burke from the start, creating a bit of mystery about her face. "Speaking of Mexico," she said, "did you get everything packed?"
"Yeah. I hate like hell to be leaving you before all this mess is cleaned up. But I'll only be gone a few days."
She gave him a grim smile. "You can manage to head out of the country at the most inopportune times, dear." The most infamous had been his traumatic venture to Korea just before the twins were due. That one had involved something called Operation Hangover.
Will grinned. "This sounds like it might deteriorate into fisticuffs. I'd better get over there and give Maggie a hand." He hustled off toward Mexico.
"I wish you'd agree to my idea to find a nanny to look after the kids," Burke said. "I know you like the day care center, and I'm sure they do a great job. But there are too many times when we can't keep a normal schedule and a sitter's unavailable. I hate to impose on Maggie all the time."
Lori shrugged. "We might find some girl just out of college who hasn't found a job. But I don't like the idea of Liz and Cam thinking some young thing is their mommy. Anyway, Maggie would kill me if I didn't let her keep them now and then."
How to care for the twins had been a sore spot between them lately. It was one of those manifestations of the generation gap that plagued them on occasion. His mother had been a high school teacher in a small Missouri town when he was just a little tyke. That was during the Depression and the family had little money. Nevertheless, she had paid a young black girl to clean house and look after him during the day until he was old enough to start school.
Burke knew he was fighting a losing battle when Lori twitched her nose and promptly changed the subject.
"I've been so busy getting ready for this party I've hardly had time to ask about your trip," she said. "Mexico isn't in your 'Amber' territory. I presume this has to do with the financial end."
"Right. We're running an audit on the Mexico City office. I also need to look into some dealings with the banks down there. It's strictly a 'Blue' affair."
"Amber" and "Blue" were code words dealing with Burke's employer, Worldwide Communications Consultants. The international public relations firm headquartered in Washington was widely known as a major player in the PR field. What was not intended to be known outside its Sixteenth Street headquarters, the CIA's top executives, and a few key players at the White House was its clandestine role. Created some four years earlier at the request of the nation's top intelligence officer, with concurrence of the President, Worldwide was both a legitimate PR practitioner ("Blue" operations) and a highly secret spinoff of the Central Intelligence Agency ("Amber" operations). In addition to being corporate treasurer and chief financial officer, Burke was director of clandestine activities for Europe, the Middle East and the Far East. The company had overseas offices in Berlin, Tel Aviv, Moscow, Hong Kong, Seoul, and Mexico City. Only the latter, the destination of his upcoming trip, did not fall under his jurisdiction for secret intelligence operations.
As a former CIA officer herself, a second generation one, in fact, who provided the Agency with travel arrangements for clandestine operations, Lori was privy to the broad outlines of her husband's classified activities. It had been decided from the start to bring her in on the basic scheme of Worldwide's operation. Otherwise, it was feared, her knowledge and contacts could easily lead to well-informed speculation that might put the company in peril.
* * *
As Burke and Lori discussed his Mexico City plans, two of the guests stood near the Japanese display, nibbling hesitantly at small portions of sushi, obviously unsure whether it was a delicacy they really wanted to pursue. On another count they were more certain, and they watched their hosts with more than normal curiosity.
"How does an old geezer like him rate a cool chick like her?" asked the young man whose name was Art. He had the tan of a surfer, the physique of a weight lifter and the refinement of a barbell.
"Old geezer my ass," growled his partner, a tall, thin man in his forties known as Sarge. A former New York City cop, he had an aversion to sentimentality but a true admiration for anybody with real guts. "You'll think old geezer after you get a few more years under that belt. You must not have paid much attention to his bio. That guy is a former FBI special agent who got screwed by old man Hoover. Several years ago, practically single-handed, he took on a bunch of conspirators, renegade factions of the CIA and KGB, who were out to assassinate the American and Soviet presidents. He came out the winner."
"The hell you say."
"The hell I say."
"Didn't the bio say he was around sixty?"
"So what? See those twins over there? He�s the father."
"So he's a stud."
"Christ," moaned Sarge. "I don't know why I agreed to work with you."
Art grinned. "Because you know I'll do your damned dirty work."
The older man shrugged. "Okay, if that's the case, it's time you got busy. Head around toward the catering truck. I'll give you a shout if I see any problem coming your way."
Both men wore "hearing aids" similar to the President's security detail. In addition to the inconspicuous earpieces, they were equipped with Dick Tracy-style microphone/transmitters built into their watch cases. With the innocent gesture of rubbing a hand against their face, they could transmit in a crowd without being noticed. It was just one small example of the high tech gear available to agents of Advanced Security Systems, a Washington area firm that provided such services as installing security devices, conducting private investigations, and carrying out surveillance activities. The company did practically no advertising, depending strictly on referrals. But Sarge had figured out that a lot of the work was funneled down from the boss's silent partner, an unnamed source who provided financing for all the sophisticated hardware.
His career as a sergeant with the NYPD had suffered a sudden death following a bloody confrontation with a smalltime hood. The guy had successfully thwarted police efforts to put him out of business until an informant tipped Sarge late one night to a big money stash. There wasn't time to go through a lot of Mickey Mouse with the DA and the courts, so he pulled a simple "black bag" job, a break-in, as the FBI had done for years prior to the inquisitions in the aftermath of Watergate. Too late, he learned his informant was pulling both ends of the string. The hood surprised him, there was a bloody fight, and Sarge wound up the target of an Internal Affairs investigation. Fortunately for everybody but the hood, the guy died of his injuries. But the Department feared a scandal if word of the sergeant's indiscretions leaked out. He was quietly bumped off the force, with information put in his record designed to keep him from ever being hired by any other police agency.
Sarge could have cared less. He was fed up with gutless police officials, corrupt administrations and councilmen who pandered to every petty crook, addict and queer who screamed "civil rights." They had created a system that had allowed the dope peddlers and street gangs to take over the cities. But the account of why he had been fired turned out to be just the right recommendation for the head of Advanced Security Systems. He was looking for smart cops who weren't afraid to push past the barriers thrown up by officialdom. And his two operatives at the fashionable home in Falls Church were prepared to do just that.
Sarge moved to the edge of the crowd where he could see the caterer's large truck parked beside the garage. They had carefully observed the comings and goings of waiters dressed in crisp white jackets, determining that the uniforms were stored in the truck. He watched Art stroll casually through a group of food service people around the terrace, nodding and smiling like he belonged there. They had noticed a few security types wandering about the perimeter of the lawn, apparently to keep out party crashers (their own invitations had been pilfered from Clipper's main office in Rossyln). No one seemed to be paying any attention to the muscular young man who was now almost to the truck.
"You're looking good," Sarge advised as he raised his left hand to his face.
A few moments later, Art reappeared around the truck in a white jacket. Speaking into his microphone, he muttered, "I'm going in."
* * *
A tent was set up just outside the kitchen, where the waiters filled their trays with drinks. Another adjacent to it contained a trailer used to store garbage-packed plastic bags. Art was checking out the tents when a short, chubby woman with flaming red hair grabbed him by the arm.
"Where's your damn badge, fella?"
Art gave her a surprised look and glanced down at his chest innocently. "Damn, it must have come off over near the London pub. Some nut ran into me and spilled a whole tray of drinks."
She shook her head and glared. "Go inside and get Dolly to make you another one. If one of the security people sees you without a badge, he'll throw your ass out."
Fat chance that, Art thought grimly. But he glanced at the name "Mavis" written on her badge, turned and headed for the kitchen door. It was just the entree he needed.
Inside, he found the kitchen being used as an operations center. Five women poured over clear plastic charts made up for each area, making grease pencilled changes under columns headed "Used" and "Inventory." A sixth stood by observing the others. She was a white-haired, grandmotherly looking woman. Art noted she wore a Clipper Cruise & Travel badge lettered "Brenda Beasley, Executive Assistant." Evidently she was keeping an eye on the catering crew.
A big-busted blonde wearing a badge with the name "Dolly" looked over at him. "What's the problem?"
Art twisted his face in his best expression of pain. "Mavis said you would make me a new badge. I lost mine when some dude ran into me and nearly knocked me down around London."
Dolly gave him a the-kind-of-help-you-have-to-put-up-with-these-days look. She fished into a plastic box and pulled out a blank badge with the caterer's logo at the top. "What's your name?"
"Fred Nelson," he replied.
Dolly was holding a felt-tipped marker, and she tweaked the tip of her nose with the non-business end. "Fred Nelson? I don't recall� hell, I guess we scraped the bottom of the barrel for this affair."
She wrote the name on the badge and handed it to him. The wall phone over the kitchen counter rang as Art pinned the badge on his white jacket. Brenda Beasley answered it, then held the instrument out toward Dolly.
"It's for you."
Dolly began to talk animatedly about supplies that should have been delivered already. She had obviously dismissed any further thoughts about "Fred Nelson."
Keeping clear of Dolly's field of view, Art approached Brenda Beasley. "Mavis asked me to call about a truck she needs. Is there another phone line?"
"Yes," replied the white-haired woman, "they have two lines. You can use the phone in the family room through that doorway." She pointed.
"Thanks."
Perfect. He hurried into the family room and found the phone on a table near the fireplace. There was a pass-through window between kitchen and family room, but it had been closed with a sliding panel. Working quickly with well rehearsed fingers, he placed a tiny transmitter around the wire just inside the base of the instrument. It would not only pick up telephone conversations on either line but anything said within the room as well.
When he had finished, he raised his arm and said, "All done. I'm coming out."
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Mexico City, Mexico
Worldwide Communications Consultants' Mexico City manager, Roberto Garcia, a handsome, polished Latino, met Burke Hill at the airport. Like Burke, he had an FBI background. They had, however, come from two different eras. Burke worked under Hoover, the dogmatic, legendary director, at a time when the Bureau and the CIA would hardly communicate with each other and agents often operated with few holds barred. Garcia was a product of the post-Watergate FBI run by Judge William Webster.
After checking into his hotel, Hill rode with Garcia to the Worldwide office located in a modern building on Avenida Ju�rez, not far from the Torre Latinoamericana, for many years the city's tallest skyscraper.
"Is this a routine audit, Burke, or are you looking for something?" Garcia asked pointedly as they drove through the crowded streets.
"Don't worry, Roberto. I expect to find everything shipshape."
"I certainly hope so." The manager ventured a wry grin.
"How is it going on the Amber side? Anything I ought to know about?"
"We aren't doing much in Mexico. The Agency has no real problems here now."
Worldwide's clandestine job was to supplement CIA efforts in areas where the embassy stations were having difficulty with "assets of uncertain reliability," as Nathaniel Highsmith, the company's founder and president, would say. Burke put things more bluntly. He called it plugging holes created by blown agents. The shifting alliances of the post-Cold War world required constant monitoring by the intelligence establishment to prevent some crisis from blindsiding the White House.
"Got problems anywhere else?" Burke inquired.
"Peru," said Garcia uneasily. "El Sendero Luminoso is kicking up its heels again."
"The Shining Path?"
"Right. We hear they're making efforts to branch out into other countries. We picked up a rumor of a group being sent to Mexico, but haven't been able to confirm it. Supposedly they were headed for the State of Jalisco. That's the Guadalajara area."
"I read a recent report on Shining Path," Burke said. "They're really bad news."
Garcia swung his car into a parking garage and blinked at the semi-darkness. "I presume your people in Moscow have their ears to the wall with this Minsk meeting coming up in another week."
"Nobody's really sure what to make of it. Those Commonwealth Coordinating Committees seem to have their own agenda. It doesn't necessarily coincide with what some of the governments want. It looks like there will definitely be some consolidation among the commonwealth countries. On the economic front particularly."
"I read the other day that some factions of the military might be playing footsie with the old hardliners."
Burke nodded. "That's a potential problem. But the U.S. is on good terms with most of the old Soviet republics. And we've established a reputation for moving pretty quickly in defense of our friends. I understand the President gave Chairman Latishev of Belarus some reassuring words, about how he would react to any threats. The conventional wisdom is that nobody's likely to choose a military option while we stand in the wings, aircraft carriers at the ready, looking calm, cool and collected."
* * *
The sound of banging glasses as patrons of the Veracruz sidewalk cafe signaled waiters for refills of steaming caf� con leche broke into the din of chattering voices. Yuri Shumakov found the uninhibited nature of the people and their town fascinating. It was quite un-Russian. Rather coarse and unkempt, like many of the polyglot sailors who frequented the waterfront. Veracruz had a tawdry charm that was like nothing Yuri had encountered before. He wished that he could understand the Spanish being babbled around him, though he had picked up the sound of other languages as well. He had even heard Russian spoken by a couple of burly men who were probably sailors from a freighter in the harbor.
The restaurant faced the z�calo, or main square, in sight of the dun-colored city hall. It was the heat of the morning that struck the fugitive investigator as the most conspicuous feature of the place. He wondered how the jarochos, as the natives called themselves, could sit there and consume so much hot coffee in such a climate.
But the climate was a minor concern. He marveled at how he had managed to get this far from home without being snatched up and thrown into some dank, musty jail. He was, after all, an international outlaw. He had no doubt that his name was listed among the wanted men of Interpol. But he had reached Veracruz with a passport identifying him as Ivan Netto, a naturalized American of Russian birth. In fact he had a complete set of identity papers, including a Georgia driver's license bearing an Atlanta address. They had cost him dearly, but they had been crafted by a skilled forger who had formerly worked for the KGB. The man possessed files of passports and other papers stolen from American tourists. His work was guaranteed to stand up to the closest scrutiny.
Although he was strictly on his own now, Yuri had made it out of Belarus with the help of several others. It began with Detective Omar Khan, who had called Larisa to urge that Yuri give himself up. Khan feared his favorite investigator might run afoul of some trigger-happy militiaman. But after Larisa had explained Yuri's position, that he saw no way to absolve himself of the murder charge without tracking down the responsible party, Khan had decided to help. He knew where the police were watching and searching, and he suggested a mosque as a place Larisa could safely meet with her husband. Yuri told her he needed to get to Mexico and find out who would receive the shipment from the former KGB officers. He hoped that person could lead him back to Major Romashchuk and General Zakharov. He was certain they could identify Vadim Trishin's murderer. But it would take a substantial sum of money to obtain a false identity and pay for the trip. With the help of her brother, Larisa had raised the cash. They had slipped him out of the country, again with Khan's assistance. He had flown from Kiev to Madrid, then to Mexico City. Arriving in the capital early this morning, he had rented a small blue Ford and driven to Veracruz, where the Bonnie Prince was to arrive the following day.
Leaving the restaurant, Yuri walked across the z�calo to a low building that housed offices of several shipping agents. Checking the directory, he found "Gerardo Salinas� 202." He walked up the stairs and noted the name on the door.
"Do you speak English?" he asked the attractive, dark-skinned girl who sat behind a paper-strewn desk.
"I do," she replied with a bright smile wreathed by long black tresses. "Can I help you?"
"My name is Ivan Netto. I am an importer from Atlanta, Georgia. I have been dealing with North Star Trading Company, and I was told I might be able to find their representative here."
"You must be looking for Klaus Gruber. He called the other day about picking up a shipment due in on the Bonnie Prince tomorrow."
Yuri smiled. "Gruber. Of course. Is he in Veracruz now?"
"No, he won't be here until tomorrow. He called from Guadalajara. I made him a reservation at the Posada Zamora for a noon arrival. The ship docks in the afternoon. Shall I ask him to contact you?"
"No, that won't be necessary. I'll find him." Then Yuri struck a pensive pose. "Tell you what, don't mention anything at all about me. I want to surprise him."
Her eyes twinkled. She obviously had no problem with indulging in a little chicanery. It was pretty mild compared to some of the other things that went on around here.
"Does it take long to get shipments cleared through customs?" Yuri asked.
"Not with generous mordida."
"What is mordida?"
"You must be new here. Literally it means 'bite.' I believe norteamericanos call it 'bribe,' or 'payoff.' It is part of the cost of doing business."
Yuri smiled. "Is it possible to get your shipment straight off the boat without the inspector looking at it?"
"If you take care of the inspectors like Se�or Salinas does."
He was certain Klaus Gruber would be prepared to pay. He thanked the girl for her help and left.
Yuri Shumakov spent most of the afternoon checking out the dock area where the Bonnie Prince would tie up. As he sat in the small car, he thought of Larisa back in Minsk. He was thankful for the changes the past few years had brought to his country. Had he skipped out like this in the old days, the state would have exacted its retribution on his family. At least he could take comfort in the knowledge that they were safe and sound.
He recalled how Detective Khan had described Sergei Perchik as being filled with rage over the case. The prosecutor informed his staff that he had never been so embarrassed by anything. He had thrown every available man into the chase for the accused murderer. Yuri could only imagine that he was near apoplexy at the realization his once-trusted investigator had not only fled into hiding but succeeded in escaping the country. It renewed his determination to track down the people who had framed him for Vadim Trishin's murder.
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Well before noon the following day, Yuri bought a newspaper and claimed squatter's rights on a bright yellow overstuffed chair that faced Posada Zamora's dull brown registration desk. He had already noted Mexico's penchant for contrasts or, as Octavio Paz called them, polarities. Bright and dull� shadow and light� festive and somber. And, as he would soon learn, life and death.
Shumakov told the clerk he was a private investigator and slipped the man a good-sized tip to signal when Klaus Gruber checked in. A little mordida of his own, he thought with a chuckle. Whenever a new arrival approached the desk, Yuri would lower his newspaper and glance over it toward the clerk, who stood smiling benignly.
At around twelve-fifteen, two casually-dressed men walked up to the desk. Yuri once again dropped the paper a few inches. After handing them registration cards to fill out, the clerk looked at his watch for a moment, then tapped the crystal as if it had stopped. Yuri quickly discarded the newspaper. It was the signal.
He walked over to a display rack that held tourist brochures, where he could get a better view of the men's faces. The first one was a large man, brown-skinned, with a thick, black mustache. Probably Mexican, he decided. When he got a good look at the second, he felt the rush of blood surging through his body. He sensed a sudden warmth despite the air conditioning in the lobby. He was staring at the face in the picture he had studied back in Minsk, former KGB Major Nikolai Romashchuk.
Yuri was hardly prepared for this. Fortunately, he started looking away just as the Major's head turned toward him.
Yuri began to walk across the lobby as casually as he could manage. When he reached the other side, he turned around slowly. As he did, he spotted the pair of new arrivals heading back toward the hotel entrance. He followed as they walked outside and saw them climb into a yellow dump truck, its bed covered with a green tarpaulin. As they drove off, presumably to park the truck, he stepped outside. A hotel bellman, who had gone out to see if they needed help with their luggage, was looking off in the direction they had taken.
"Do you speak English?" Yuri asked.
"S�. Some."
"Did you notice where that truck was from?"
"The license plate come from Guadalajara."
Was that where Romashchuk intended to take the stolen C/B weapons? Would he deliver them to some dissident group? As Yuri walked back toward the z�calo, he realized this new development would require a change of plans. His original intention was to confront Klaus Gruber and, by trick or force, ferret out a way to locate Romashchuk or General Zakharov. But now there was no middleman. Instead, he would need to devise a way to compel the Major to identify Vadim Trishin's murderer.
Presence of the Mexican added a complication. First he thought of going to the local authorities and telling them about the weapons hidden among the binocular lenses. Let them arrest Romashchuk and his accomplice. As a quid pro quo, Yuri would ask the right to interrogate the Major about the homicide.
Then he considered the down side of that scenario. Major Romashchuk could simply turn the tables on him and inform the Mexican police of Yuri's true identity, that he was the one wanted for the murder. A check with Interpol or the Minsk militia could land him in a jail cell along with, or instead of, Nikolai Romashchuk.
He finally concluded his best option was to follow Romashchuk after he picked up the weapons and watch for an opportunity to corner him. It would not be easy.
* * *
The Bonnie Prince, a Mexican pilot aboard, eased up to the Veracruz pier late in the day. Yuri found a foreman who spoke English and learned the unloading would not begin until early the following morning. With that in mind, he climbed into bed at an hour when the jarochos were just getting unwound for the evening. He was up the next morning before daybreak, checked out of his hotel and claimed a parking spot he had scouted out the day he arrived. It was opposite the waterfront where he could observe comings and goings around the Scottish liner. Then he sat back and nursed a strong mixture of coffee and milk in a styrofoam cup as he began the tedious wait for the dump truck. It finally appeared about an hour after the crane operators had started the methodical task of transferring cargo from ship to shore.
The truck parked about seventy meters beyond where Yuri sat. As he watched, Major Romashchuk and his Mexican driver walked toward the bustle of activity at the pier. They stopped to speak to a longshoreman, then headed for a building nearby. Probably delivering mordida to the customs inspector, Yuri speculated. He found it necessary to move away from his car to keep them in view, and as he saw them enter the building, he made a sudden decision to check out their truck.
Other vehicles were parked in the area, and he walked hurriedly, staying behind them as much as possible to make himself less conspicuous. When he reached the truck, he looked back and saw no sign of the two men.
He found the vehicle was a Ford, like his rental car, only this was a heavy ten-wheeler. The yellow paint was faded, but the tires looked almost new. The truck appeared to have been well maintained. Climbing up on one side, he pushed the tarp back enough to look into the hopper. It was filled partway with sand. That struck him as rather odd until he considered the cargo it would be carrying. No doubt the sand would serve as a cushion for the C/B weapons.
Moving around to the cab, he checked the righthand door and found it locked. He would have expected as much from Romashchuk. Hopefully the Mexican was not so meticulous, though he was prepared to jimmy it if necessary. He walked over to a spot that afforded a glimpse of the building the pair had entered and still saw no sign of them. Then he tried the driver's door. It opened. He climbed inside.
In the middle of the seat sat a small, zippered fabric bag that contained a few articles of clothing and a shaving kit. A half-filled pack of cigarettes and a pair of sunglasses lay on the dash on the driver's side. He pressed a button on the dashboard compartment and the panel sprang open. The papers inside appeared to be registration and information on the truck, all in Spanish. Also a roadmap of Mexico. It had been folded to show the southern part of the country. He noted Veracruz had been circled with a red pen. Looking back to the west, he saw Guadalajara had also been circled. And another red circle appeared in the open area north of Tequila.
Yuri stared in wonder. What could it mean? The map showed nothing in that area but mountains. He made a careful mental note of the map circles and shoved it back into the pocket.
Realizing he had paid little attention to how long he had been inside the cab, he scrambled out onto the ground and moved to where he had a better view of the pier. To his surprise, he found Romashchuk and the Mexican already halfway back to the truck. He ducked behind it and scurried in the direction of his rental car.
When he was safely inside, Yuri looked back toward the parking area. The heavy yellow vehicle had pulled out and was headed for the docks. It maneuvered back and forth into a narrow space beside a stack of large crates. As he watched, a crane hoisted one from the top of the stack and lowered it into the truck. Romashchuk and the driver tied the tarp back in place, and the vehicle soon came lumbering out onto the street. Yuri started his car and slowly pulled out behind them as they headed for Highway 150, the route he had taken from Mexico City to Veracruz. Knowing the Major was trained in counter-surveillance, he stayed back as far as possible without losing sight of the green tarp. It was doubtful they had any idea they might be followed, but if they were on their way to Guadalajara, there was a long road ahead.
At Cordoba, they hit the toll road and began climbing into the forested mountains. The dump truck took the grades at a modest speed, making it easy to follow. When the yellow vehicle pulled off to stop at a restaurant, Yuri took advantage of the opportunity to refuel. He had brought along snacks to nibble on.
It was four o'clock by the time they reached the outskirts of Mexico City, the world's most populous metropolitan area. Over twenty million people and horrendous traffic at any hour. Then, like an answered prayer, his quarry turned in at a suburban motel. Yuri couldn't resist a glance heavenward and a half-sighed "Thanks."
He found a parking place nearby and waited. The afternoon traffic raced past in waves, a noxious parade of vintage vehicles and the latest models from designers in America and Japan. The odor from their exhausts was enough to make his eyes water. After something over an hour, he concluded that Romashchuk and his driver had settled in for the night. He hoped they had read the same guidebook he had, which strongly warned against traveling Mexico's highways after dark.
Yuri had observed several cars along the way similar to his small Ford. He had taken great pains to keep out of view of the dump truck as much as he could, making it possible that he might have escaped detection so far. But he knew the Major had seen him at the Posada Zamora. The reappearance of his face around this motel would surely put Romashchuk on guard. He drove a short distance farther into the city and checked into the next available motel.
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Guadalajara, Mexico
Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero observed herself critically in the full-length mirror. She had pinned a red hibiscus blossom in her long black hair. The dress was a colorful mixture of red and yellow and green with a low-cut, lacy top that hung precariously about the satin smooth skin of her shoulders. The fluffy white ruffles at the bottom made no pretense of hiding a pair of shapely legs, which had seen only enough sun to be lightly tanned.
She would never wear this outfit in public and she wasn't altogether sure why she had it on now. Did she look like a brazen hussy or an over-the-hill Mexican hat dancer, she wondered? No, not over-the-hill. Though she was admittedly forty-five, her skin would still rival that of someone ten years younger.
She chuckled at the thought of what would happen should she stroll across the Plaza Tapat�o in this garb. Macho Mexican men would come panting in droves. That was one reason for her reputation as a cold fish in the corridors of commerce. She had read the descriptions of herself as a "frozen beauty in the boardroom" and the "businesswoman with the pretty face and the iron fist." The only way to cope with the machismo of the men she had to deal with in business was to turn them off to her femininity. She had succeeded admirably. But it had only increased her loneliness, a feeling that had plagued her increasingly since the death of her husband and the more recent deaths of her parents. Beauty could be a curse, she lamented as she contemplated the mirror. It had caused her to be wary of potential suitors. She wanted to be desired for what lay inside her, not just this attractive facade, not to mention the considerable fortune she controlled.
Then why was she dressed like this and feeling so roguish? She smiled. The man who was coming tonight was not a macho Mexican, and she was determined to enjoy the role of naughty Nannette. It was all in fun.
* * *
Since coming to Guadalajara, Roddy Rodman had heard countless invitations from Mexicans saying lavishly "mi casa es su casa," my house is your house. He had learned it was not meant literally but only intended as an expression of congeniality, like a Southerner saying "y'all come see us." But this was a genuine invitation from a prominent Mexican woman to come by her "house" that evening. When he drove up to the walled enclave in an exclusive area in the western part of the city, Roddy saw that it resembled his house about like Neiman-Marcus resembled Wal-Mart. It was a damned mansion.
The invitation had followed a surprising message he had found on his answering machine from General Wackenhut, Dutch Schuler's father-in-law. He saw the machine's red light winking furiously on his arrival home after two days' absence, during which he learned happily from the hotel that Adam Stern had returned to New York. He called the General back, figuring it must concern a message from Dutch. His former copilot had returned to the Air Force during the past year after some coercion and high-level string-pulling by his father-in-law.
"Colonel Rodman," said Wackenhut in his surly voice, "I have been asked to put you in touch with Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero. Are you familiar with the lady?"
"Sorry, General. The name doesn't ring a bell."
"She comes from an aristocratic family here. Descendants of the Spaniards. Her father headed a business group involved in cattle and the export of fruits and vegetables. I met her when I was asked to consult with the board of a local museum. They were planning an exhibit dealing with military aircraft. She's a dynamic person with a very persuasive manner in the boardroom. Yesterday she called to ask if I was acquainted with you. Said she was interested in having you speak to a group of ladies on your experiences in Operation Desert Storm. I don't know why the sudden interest in that bit of history. Because Iraq has been back in the news lately, I presume. Frankly, I suggested some other officers I felt better qualified, but somebody had told her about you. She asked me to see if you would mind giving her a call."
Roddy knew the reference to officers "better qualified" meant those who had not been court-martialed. He chose to ignore it.
After reading off the phone number, General Wackenhut warned, "She's quite an attractive lady, Rodman, but don't get any ideas. One of the American community's unwritten rules is we don't get involved in Guadalajara's society or politics. We don't butt into their business, and they don't meddle in ours."
He had called her "Se�ora," not "Se�orita," Roddy noted. "I presume she's married?"
"Widow. Her husband was killed in an accident a few years ago. It was fortunate for her, actually. She had been something of a family outcast for marrying beneath her station. Even worse, her husband was a rabble rouser. Supported leftist causes, labor unions and such. After he died, her father relented, accepted her back into the fold. When her parents passed away a couple of years ago, everything was left to her."
Everything included this gorgeous white colonial mansion in a walled compound filled with the colorful blooms and heady scents of roses and hibiscus, lawns dotted with towering palms and the regal plumage of purple jacaranda trees. The exterior of the house was bathed in the soft glow of wrought iron lanterns as Roddy parked beside a bright red Mercedes and strode toward the massive front entrance.
Roddy had donned his normal casual attire, though tonight he wore a more upscale version, a silky white guayabera shirt and well-pressed dark blue slacks. Still, he felt a bit odd at sight of the more formally dressed servant who answered the door.
"Se�or Rodman?" the stiffly precise man inquired with a virtually expressionless face. He was Tarascan, an Indian from Patzcuaro, noted for their cool, reserved nature.
"That's right," Roddy said. "I'm here to see the Se�ora."
"Please follow me."
He led Roddy into a large foyer illuminated by a cascading crystal chandelier that glistened like a waterfall reflecting the morning sun. Off to one side was a large sitting room tastefully furnished with comfortable sofas and chairs. Colorful pottery, bronze sculptures of racing charros and a large oil painting of a torreador added a distinct Mexican flavor to the room.
As he was admiring the artwork, Roddy heard a throaty voice behind him. "It was nice of you to come, Colonel Rodman."
He recognized the voice on the phone. She spoke almost flawless English, with just a hint of an accent. He was told it resulted from four years spent at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania, plus many visits north of the border in subsequent years. While an undercurrent of anti-Americanism ran through the Mexican elite, and most educated their children in Europe, Elena Castillo Quintero's father had been involved closely with the U.S. in business and chose an American school for his daughter.
When he turned to greet the Se�ora, he was struck by the thought that General Wackenhut had, if anything, understated her attractiveness. Knowing the tendency of most Mexican women to dress in a manner that men would not take as an invitation to flirt, he was somewhat surprised at the colorful, revealing outfit. Not that he objected. He loved it. But it was certainly unexpected. He was intrigued by the flower in her long, black hair that matched the shade of her lipstick. Her eyes were a dark brown with a mirthful quality that matched the hint of a smile on her expressive lips.
One feature of his post-crash outlook was a predisposition for what might be called the politics of the attainable. He no longer had any interest in shooting for the stars or grasping at some slightly out-of-reach brass ring. He did what could be done comfortably and had no regrets. However, despite the divorce, he had clung doggedly to the hope that one day he might return north to straighten out the mess he had left behind and win back Karen's love. Remaining faithful to her had not been all that difficult since most of the temptation here had taken the form of an abundance of shapely young tapat�o beauties he encountered about the city. They were nice to look at but untouchable. They stirred no real passion.
Elena Castillo Quintero was a rose of a different hue. He saw in her a stunning, sensual, fully matured beauty who was not much younger than himself. Thinking about it later, he was not sure whether it had been a reaction to all the exposure he'd had to Mexican machismo, or if it was simply a case of his repressed sexuality boiling to the surface, but at that point he turned on the old Rodman charm that had made him the life of the party in his Air Force heyday.
"It was nice of you to invite me," he replied with a smile of true admiration. "I'm really flattered. You have a fabulous place here, Se�ora."
"Thank you, Colonel Rodman. Please have a seat."
She sat on a floral print sofa and Roddy took a matching chair beside it.
"I'm sure the idea of my coming over was to give you an opportunity to check me out," he said lightly.
"Check you out?"
"You know, make sure I'm the kind of person you'd want to expose your ladies to. Frankly, I wasn't all that keen on the idea at first. But I've been thinking about it since we talked this morning. I'm really getting excited. I hope you don't change your mind."
"I'm delighted, Colonel. I have no intention of changing my mind. And you may be sure I did not invite you over to sit in judgment. I merely wanted to get to know you and to tell you something about the group, so you might feel more comfortable with us."
"Thanks. I appreciate that. Oh, and about the rank. Since leaving the Air Force, I've made a point of becoming just plain Roddy Rodman. You can drop the 'Colonel'."
She nodded and replied with a smile, "I, too, prefer informality. But with the ladies, I think it best to call you Colonel Rodman. Most of the group are somewhat older than we are. It will be quite impressive for a handsome American aviator colonel to speak to them. Could you wear your uniform? From what I hear, you must have a chest full of ribbons."
Roddy rumpled his brow. "Sorry. I left all my uniforms back in the States."
She shrugged. "It was just a thought."
It suddenly occurred to him that she probably was not aware of his tainted past. But what if someone else in the group were to recognize the name and raise some objection? It pained him to think that this lovely, congenial lady might become embarrassed because of him. As much as he hated the prospect, he knew he had to tell her.
Roddy rubbed his hands together and stared down at them for a moment, then looked squarely into Elena's eyes. "You've been very gracious in asking me to speak and in inviting me here tonight," he began, a troubled look on his face. "I have something to confess that may change your mind. I don't want to risk the possibility of your being humiliated because of it."
She frowned. "What are you talking about? What could humiliate me?"
"I was the pilot of the American helicopter that was shot down over in Iran back in 1991. You may recall the incident. The Air Force claimed I made a horrendous error that caused the disaster. I was court-martialed. That's why I took my retirement and came down here."
She was silent for a moment, a look of concern on her face. "Did you make the error?"
"No. I recently found out who did, but I can't prove it."
"Who was it?"
He would love to see Wing Patton's name spread across front pages from Maine to California, but he could not see that it would help matters now to tell the Se�ora. "Without the proof, I'd rather not say. One day I hope to be able to."
"This had nothing to do with the Persian Gulf War, did it?"
"No."
"Then I see no problem. If anyone should bring it up, I will simply say that it has no bearing on the experiences you will be discussing in your talk. You were not dismissed from the service or you could not have retired. Correct?"
He nodded.
"Then we shall forget it." She smiled again, dismissing the painful subject. "By the way, Roddy, I'm told your Spanish is excellent. Where did you learn it?"
He felt oddly flattered when she used his nickname. And with the court-martial unceremoniously swept aside, he relaxed and leaned back in the chair. "Hey, it's not all that good, I'm afraid. Hopefully I won't offend any of your friends. I guess I have a knack for languages, though. I studied Spanish in school, then took some extra courses later. I was stationed for awhile at Torrejon, Spain. Then I've had a brush-up course down here in Mexican Spanish. And, to broaden my background, I've done a bit of reading on Mexican culture."
Her smile brightened. "Then you must see some of the art my father collected." She got up from the sofa, then suddenly pressed two slender fingers against her chin in a gesture of contrition. "Where are my manners. Would you care for some coffee?"
"Yes, thanks. I never turn down coffee. It's one of my weaknesses."
"You will have to tell me about the others sometime," she said with a mischievous grin as she walked across to the foyer. "Manuel," she called. "Would you please bring us some coffee?"
Obviously it had been prepared in advance, for she had hardly made the request before the stodgy-looking servant walked in with a tray containing two exquisite china cups and a matching pot. He poured coffee and milk and served it with small cakes.
"Thank you, Manuel," Elena said. "I won't be needing anything else this evening."
He nodded with that everpresent deadpan expression. "Buenas noches, Se�ora."
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As they drank coffee and nibbled on the cakes, Elena told Roddy about the group he would be addressing. It was made up mostly of spouses of some of the city's most prominent businessmen and politicians. They met monthly at the museum where she served on the board of directors.
"Most of them were friends of my mother," she explained. "I'm afraid they disapproved of my marriage, but my husband has been dead for several years now."
As she paused for a moment, Roddy noticed a flash of hardness in her eyes.
"The ladies have forgiven me," she said, then added a contemptuous chuckle. "Not that I gave a damn what they thought. But, you see, we are somewhat alike. I, too, have a skeleton in my closet."
He cocked his head to one side and studied her with a curious look. "You fascinate me, Se�ora."
She set down her cup and leaned toward him with a hand out in a warning gesture. "If you're going to be Roddy, you will have to call me Elena. Okay?"
He nodded with a grin.
"And why should I fascinate you?"
"You aren't at all what I expected. A friend told me some of the things that had been said about you in financial circles. I don't find you that way at all."
"Because you don't have to deal with me in a business context."
He shrugged. "Possibly. But I believe this is the real you. What was it they said, 'tough as nails'? I'll bet you can be that way if you have to. But I think underneath you're really a warm, amiable, caring lady."
"You're too flattering," she said with a shake of her head.
"No, not flattering. Just observant."
"Tell me about yourself," she said, reversing the subject. "Do you have a wife, children?"
"Ex-wife," he said with a wave of his hand, "and two grown daughters, back in the States. As you know, I fly helicopters for Aeronautica Jalisco. Part-time. I'm afraid my life hasn't been too exciting. Nothing like yours. I understand you're involved in your father's businesses."
She nodded. "I'm chairman of the food export business, but not concerned with day-to-day activities. However, I'm more intimately involved with the cattle operation. I was raised with horses. I go out frequently and ride about the ranches. It gives me an opportunity to unwind while staying abreast of what goes on. The scenery in the mountains is fabulous. I love it."
"I can agree with that. I've seen a lot of it from the air."
She raised a well-drawn eyebrow. "Now there's an idea. Maybe I should buy a helicopter and hire you to fly me around my properties. They're spread out over the area."
He knew she was merely making conversation, but it sounded like a great idea to him.
When they had finished their coffee, Elena suggested they go for a tour of the mansion. But as Roddy started to get up, his right knee gave way and he stumbled, nearly falling, though he quickly regained his balance. He gave her an embarrassed grin.
"Are you all right?" she asked with a worried frown.
"No problem. Just my gimpy leg. Sometimes, when I sit awhile and start to get up, the knee doesn't hold. It's like a 'football knee,' only it didn't result from a football injury."
"Was it from the helicopter crash?"
"Yeah. I was pretty badly banged up."
"Broken bones?"
"The leg and several ribs. I also had a severe concussion and suffered from post-traumatic syndrome."
Elena was an attentive listener, and he soon found himself relating the agonizing aftermath of the plunge into the Zagros Mountains. After he had told her of the severe headaches, the confinement in a wheelchair and the trauma of hearing that he would never return to flying status, he confessed, "It nearly left me an alcoholic."
"I can see why," she said sympathetically. "Is that what led to the divorce?"
"Right. I don't blame her. I doubt if anybody could have lived with me during that period."
"You have obviously made quite a comeback. I admire your fortitude." As they talked, Elena led the way to her father's book-lined study, then into a formal dining room that contained several large paintings, including one by Jos� Clemente Orozco, Guadalajara's famed muralist.
"I don't picture your father as a man who would condone leftists," Roddy said. "Did he have any problem with Orozco's communist leanings?"
"My father was a forgiving man," she said. It sounded a bit rueful. "But Orozco is universally admired for his work, not for his political beliefs. Incidentally, why did you become an expatriate? I'm sure political beliefs were not involved there. Was it our weather?"
He chuckled. "It was Dutch Schuler, General Wackenhut's son-in-law. He saved me from myself, talked me into coming down here to further our recuperation."
"Was he in the crash, also?"
"He was my copilot. He suffered shoulder and internal injuries. He's an expert tennis player, and I was afraid he would never play again. But down here he regained his form, and I pretty well got my life back together. I owe a lot to Guadalajara and Lake Chapala."
"I believe the credit for your recovery must go to you. I don't know how I would manage under such trying circumstances. The closest I've come to it would be the automobile accident that killed my husband. Fortunately, I came out of it with nothing more than cuts and bruises. And shock, of course."
Roddy followed her into a more modest breakfast room with glass doors opening onto a flower-lined central courtyard.
"It must have been a terrible shock to realize that your husband was dead," he said, a pained look on his face.
She nodded. "It was bad, but the sadness did not linger so long as it might have. Our relationship had been deteriorating for some time prior to the accident. He had become so wrapped up in his causes that he seemed to lose interest in me."
Roddy's eyes took in the shapely figure and her attractive face. He gave her a skeptical look. "Lose interest in you? I find that hard to believe."
She smiled. "You don't know what a hellish bitch I can be."
"Sure. Hell hath no fury�"
"Like a scorned woman. If we're going to indulge in cliches, don't forget that beauty is only skin deep."
"Ah, but what skin."
She laughed, a happy, bubbling laugh. "I think you could be a naughty boy, Roddy."
"Possibly," he said, shrugging. "It's been so long, I can't remember."
They walked through a recreation room that adjoined the swimming pool and finally a spacious, modern kitchen.
"Some of the other rooms in the back are servants quarters," she said. "For the rest of the tour, we go upstairs."
She showed him her parents' large bedroom, still furnished as when they were alive. He saw the nursery with its pink crib, stuffed animals and toys she had used as a child. There were spacious guest rooms and more bathrooms. Then Elena ushered him into a bedroom that more closely resembled a suite in a fancy hotel. It had a totally feminine look, an odd contrast of old and new. Polarities, he thought. The kingsize bed was solid oak with intricately-carved designs, covered by a white spread decorated with purple roses. Lampshades on the bedside tables were a matching lavender. A table and chairs sat at one side, flanked by a large projection TV. One door opened into an oversize bathroom with both shower and jacuzzi. Another revealed a large, walk-in closet. The opposite side of the room featured a set of glass doors shrouded by curtains.
"This has to be your room," Roddy said. He noted framed photographs of her parents and a smaller one of a man he presumed to be Elena's late husband.
She smiled. "It's my sanctuary. When I get fed up with the world, I retreat here. Come look at the view."
She switched off the lights and opened the glass doors, revealing a long, black wrought iron balcony. Roddy followed her into the cool darkness and leaned against the railing as his eyes took in the yellowish glow and the speckled gleam of Guadalajara at night. A breeze whispered through the trees, the rustle of the leaves making the distant lights appear to be winking at them.
"Magnificent. You've got a ringside seat, Elena," he said softly. It was like looking down on a plaza filled with people holding lighted candles.
"It gives you a feeling of belonging, yet being apart from it all."
He gazed down at the neatly manicured grounds below and grinned. "I feel like Juliet on the balcony."
She moved closer until the delicate odor of her perfume scented the air around him. When she tilted her head back to gaze at the iridescent sky, the softness of her hair brushed against his cheek.
"Balconies are romantic," she said dreamily. It was almost a sigh. "Nights like this are surely made for romance."
Roddy nodded. "What's that old saying, if you can't be with the one you love, love the one you're with?"
She turned to him, her face so close he could see every flawless feature in the glow of the night sky. He saw that hint of a smile on her lips and in her eyes that had snared his attention when he first encountered her in the sitting room.
"They could both be the same," she said in her throaty voice, "the one you're with and the one you love."
He wasn't sure who made the first move, but suddenly she was in his arms. They kissed hungrily, as if this were something both had been starved for. The firmness of her breasts pressed provocatively against his chest. When her lips finally began to move slowly away, he kissed the closed lids of her eyes, the smooth skin of her face and neck and felt her bite gently at his ear.
Roddy was lost in the mystery of the moment. It would not be until later that he thought about Karen and how loving her might compare with the consuming presence of this passionate, exciting woman. For now, everything else was blocked out of his mind. It had been so long since he had experienced the exhilaration of being wanted, no, being desired, that he could feel nothing but an insatiable yearning to find ways to share the limitless heights of pleasure he was prepared to scale.
After a timeless moment in which his hands had begun the gentle exploration of her body, Elena pushed him toward the bedroom doorway. It was not the way she had envisioned the night ending, but Roddy was right about her being warm, amiable and caring. He could have added passionate. And once those long-suppressed passions had been set free, they buried her inhibitions like hot lava rolling over a restraining wall.
"Make love to me, Roddy," she said, her voice a breathless rush. And they crossed to the rose-covered bed, leaving a trail of hastily discarded clothing.
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Mexico City
Yuri Shumakov checked out before daylight and drove nervously back to the motel where he had last seen the yellow dump truck. He did not relax until he found it in the same spot where the Mexican driver had left it the evening before. Parking his rental car in a secluded area that still provided a view of the motel parking lot, Yuri sat and waited. His thoughts drifted toward home. He wondered if the charges against him had caused Larisa any difficulties at the hospital. And what about Petr and Aleksei? School age youngsters could sometimes be devastating in their insensitivity toward their classmates' family problems. Had they been the target of taunts about their father? He realized he wasn't even certain of the time of day in Minsk.
He wondered about General Borovsky's investigation. Had it turned up any traces of General Zakharov? Maybe he should call and let the General know he was following Major Romashchuk. No, he decided, it would be too risky. Anyway, would Borovsky believe him now? The tale of stolen chemical weapons shipped halfway around the world would certainly sound farfetched, not to mention self-serving.
It suddenly occurred to him, accompanied by a sinking feeling, that he was still no closer to solving his own dilemma, finding the identity of the killer who had butchered Vadim Trishin. And with most of the labyrinth called Mexico, Distrito Federal, still ahead of him, there was no guarantee he would manage to stay on their tail across the sprawling capital city.
Just before seven o'clock, he saw Romashchuk and the Mexican wander out toward the truck. The Major glanced around the parking area before getting in, but he did not appear overly concerned about the possibility of anyone keeping an eye on him. Yuri watched them pull out onto the highway, then waited as long as he dared and eased out into the traffic a few car lengths back.
Traffic was heavy, but the truck rolled along at a leisurely pace, making Yuri's job relatively easy. A short distance before the airport, he followed the green tarp as it turned south and then west on the Viaducto Miguel Alem�n, which the map showed cutting straight across the southern half of the city. On the western side, a couple of turns would lead onto Highway 15, the route to Guadalajara. Everything went smoothly until they approached the major intersection where Miguel Alem�n crossed Avenida de los Insurgentes, with a couple of side streets joining in to confuse things.
Yuri was forced to jam on his brakes as traffic came to a sudden halt. After a few minutes, the line of vehicles moved slowly again, then just as abruptly stopped. He was close enough to the intersection now to see there had been a major pileup. A station wagon lay with wheels turned to the sky like a large turtle flipped on its back. At least three other cars were involved. As he checked the vehicles up ahead, he realized with a start that the dump truck was no longer in sight. It had apparently been directed around the accident to make maneuvering room for wreckers. If he lost it, how would he ever track down the man who was the key to his salvation?
Yuri sat there sweating from the heat and the frustration for at least twenty minutes.
Finally under way again, he kept his eyes darting about, searching for road signs. When he reached the intersection with Highway 15, Romashchuk was nowhere to be seen. Yuri turned toward Guadalajara and pushed the Ford as fast as he dared. The highway was heavily traveled, with a steady stream of cars and trucks, everything from pickups to eighteen-wheelers. After nearly an hour, he began feeling discouraged. Had they crossed him up and gone off in a different direction? His grand plan appeared to be on the verge of a roadblock. And then somewhere beyond Toluca, about ninety kilometers west of the capital, he finally caught sight of the yellow truck. It gave him a feeling of overwhelming relief. He began to breathe more easily and suddenly realized how the tension had made his muscles resemble iron bands.
* * *
When Roddy arrived at Aeronautica Jalisco at mid-morning, a pixie-eyed Mar�a handed him a note with a mischievous grin. "This lady has called twice for you. Sounds serious."
He spotted the name "Se�ora Castillo Quintero" and smiled. "She's a businesswoman. Probably wants me to fly her someplace."
It had been quite late when he got home from Elena's. Anybody with any sense knew you didn't drive in rural Mexico after dark. The warm pavement, heated by the sun during the day, provided an irresistible sleeping place for roaming livestock during the cool nights. It had taken Roddy twice the usual forty-minute drive. But he was determined to get off to himself and sort out his thoughts. He had sat up another hour drinking coffee and pondering the confused state of his emotions. The exercise produced nothing but continued confusion. Elena had made him feel more alive and vibrant, more like a fully-recovered, full-fledged man than he had felt since the tragic conclusion of Operation Easy Street. But he remained plagued by General Wackenhut's admonition and by unsettled notions about Karen. He had no desire to be the guy who screwed up relations for the American community, and he wasn't sure he was ready to give up on the quest to regain the love and respect of his former wife. But of one thing he was certain, what had happened in Elena's bedroom could not be brushed off as a casual encounter.
He had awakened late that morning, downed a cup of coffee and a sweet roll and hurried out to the airport. He took the note into the lounge, sat down at the phone and dialed, letting the memory of Elena's gentle touch, the softness of her body and the fragrance of the flower in her hair linger in his mind as intimately as a whispered confidence.
"I worried about you driving home so late," she said when she came on the line. "You should have stayed here. You could have had your choice of bedrooms."
Roddy grinned at the thought. "What would Manuel have said when I showed up for breakfast?"
"He's accustomed to looking askance at my unorthodox behavior. Anyway, I called to see if you could fly me up to one of the ranches? It's near Tequila."
Despite what he had said to the secretary, he had not really expected this. Now it made him wonder if she might have been serious about buying a helicopter.
"When did you want to go?" he asked.
"How does one o'clock sound?"
He had already checked the schedule and knew the chopper was available. "Sounds like a winner. Saves me looking for an excuse to lure you out of that castle."
"You don't need an excuse, Roddy," she said in a seductive tone.
After he hung up the phone, he stood and stared at his reflection in the glass door of a tall bookcase. An imperfection in the glass distorted his features comically. He realized that his feelings toward Elena Castillo Quintero were every bit as confused as that mirror image of his face. His natural inclination was to think relax and accept your good fortune. But he could not so easily dismiss Karen from his mind.
* * *
Elena wore a black bolero jacket over a yellow shirt. These were complemented by designer jeans and hand-tooled leather boots. She looked radiant. Roddy had to restrain the urge to plant a big kiss on her right there in the middle of the ramp. He strapped her into the chopper, climbed in beside her and soon lifted off for Tequila. When they were clear of the airport, he shoved an aeronautical chart in front of her and asked where the ranch was located. He got a disapproving frown in reply.
"I'm not a map person," she said. "It's to the north of the town."
That, he realized, would put it in the vicinity of the barranca he had flown over with Bryan Janney. Roddy had been unable to dismiss the doomed writer and his disturbing story. He was appalled at the idea of letting Adam Stern get away with murder, but he wasn't prepared to risk getting his head lopped off by poking his nose into the murky business until he knew a lot more about what was going on.
During the flight up, Elena told him about the family ranches, five large spreads, covering thousands of hectares and stocked with cattle that also numbered in the thousands.
As they were approaching the area of the ranch, which he had determined lay beyond the highway running north of Tequila, Roddy pointed toward the panorama of green mountains that spread off to the right side of the chopper. "Who owns the land over there?"
She glanced out the window. "I do, back about eight or ten kilometers."
"I was thinking in terms of a little farther out, say twenty-five kilometers."
"You must fly up this way quite a bit," she said, looking around curiously.
He shook his head. "Not really. But I had a passenger recently who wanted to look at some property in a canyon off in that direction."
She paused a moment, pondering. "With a large cabin by a stream? A few smaller buildings?"
"Yeah," he said, betraying his excitement, "that was it. Who's the owner?"
"Rafael Madero, a friend of my late husband. He's a big politician."
"That figures. It would make a dandy hideaway for a bunch of politicos to plot their strategy. Do you know if he rents it out?"
"I think so. Was your passenger interested in renting?"
"Possibly. He wasn't an easy one to figure out. A real weird character."
Her eyes twinkled. "Like me?"
"I wouldn't say that. The only thing weird about you is the company you keep."
"Meaning you?"
"Yeah. A guy like me could ruin a girl's reputation." Just then he spotted a sprawling hacienda ahead with a large central courtyard and stables and a cattle pen nearby. "Is that your place?"
"Yes. We can land wherever you think best. Just stay away from the horses and the livestock."
Roddy picked an open spot near a cluster of vehicles and maneuvered the chopper in for a landing, kicking up a cloud of reddish dust as they descended.
By the time he had shut down the engine and helped Elena out onto the ground, a burly, bearded man was walking toward them leading a pair of saddled horses. She glanced around at Roddy with an impish grin.
"I hope you like to ride."
"Lord, I haven't been on a horse in twenty years," he said, rubbing his chin uncertainly. "I hope the critter isn't too frisky."
"This is Paco," she said, hugging one of the sleek, brown animals. "He's as gentle as a lamb."
"Buenas tardes, Se�ora," the big man greeted her. His teeth glistened like ivory carvings. His dark face was shadowed beneath the wide-brimmed gray sombrero. The leathery skin marked him as a man who lived his life in the sun.
Elena introduced him. "Colonel Rodman, this is Miguel Cordero. Miguel is in charge of our cowboys here. I'm going to show Colonel Rodman around the ranch," she said. "Tell Rosa we'll be back in about an hour."
Miguel held the reins while Elena sprang deftly into the saddle. Then he helped Roddy maneuver himself onto Paco.
"Paco," said Roddy thoughtfully. "Isn't that short for Francisco?"
"Right," said Elena, nodding. "But he's like me. He doesn't stand much on ceremony."
The main part of the ranch sat on a plateau. As they rode over grassy fields that rolled up and down the low hills, the horses' hooves kicked up clods of red volcanic soil. In the distance, forested mountains rose in folds like mounds of dark green cake frosting. After about twenty minutes, they stopped and dismounted beneath a clump of oak trees, where an outcropping of rust-colored rock marked the edge of a small canyon. The view across to the mountains was like a photo from a travel brochure.
Roddy rubbed his backside and grinned. "I'll probably regret this tomorrow. But I can see why you like to come out here and ride. What a gorgeous view."
Elena perched on the edge of the rock formation. Roddy moved close to her. When he reached up to put an arm around her waist, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He pulled her face down and kissed her quite thoroughly on the lips.
"I feel like Eve," she said, breathing heavily, when he released her.
"Eve?"
"You're my forbidden fruit."
He thought back to the conversation with Dutch Schuler's father-in-law. "General Wackenhut told me you were ostracized for marrying outside your caste."
She gave him a bit of a pained frown. "I wouldn't call it a caste. But, maybe you're right. My parents had picked out a nice young man from one of our kindred families. I didn't want to have anything to do with him, though. I was determined to make my own decisions. But when I married Ramon, it was as though I had committed the cardinal sin. I was shunned like a leper."
"Didn't you have any contact with your parents all those years?"
"Oh, there was contact. Particularly with my mother. But it was very strained, strictly at arm's length. I was never invited to come back home. Not until Ramon died."
Roddy looked at her thoughtfully. "I'll bet I could make things that bad for you again."
She grinned. "Much worse. Some of my uncles and cousins would suffer terminal mortification if they knew I was having an affair with a norteamericano."
Roddy screwed his face into a rumpled grimace. "Are we really all that bad?"
"They say you took half our country back in the Nineteenth Century. Then you invaded us numerous times. And you've always interfered in our political and economic endeavors."
"Do you feel that way, Elena?"
"My father always preached tolerance."
"And then acted intolerant against you."
"Not without good cause."
"Such as?"
"I was rebellious. Most people have a problem tolerating rebellion."
He nodded. "The Air Force certainly did where I was concerned."
She slipped down from the rock and put an arm around him. "My father taught me to respect our northern neighbors. He fought in Europe during World War II with the U.S. Army. He made a lot of friends in your country who helped build his export business after the war. He used to travel every year to a meeting with his important friends, sometimes in Europe, sometimes in the U.S."
Roddy hugged her tightly. "Just the same, I don't want to cause you any problems."
"Don't worry about it. This will be our little secret."
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Nikolai Romashchuk's yellow dump truck reached the outskirts of Guadalajara late that afternoon. Yuri Shumakov was impressed by all the colorful tropical flowers that sprang up in every direction, but he found it necessary to concentrate on closing the distance between his small blue Tempo and the big Ford truck. The traffic had begun to pack in like race cars on the pace lap. He was keeping a watchful eye for any hint of a change in direction. In fact, he became so intent on observing the truck's movements that he failed to notice an erratic Volkswagen bug that switched lanes abruptly, attempting to swing in front of him with only inches of clearance. By the time he saw the car, it was too late. With a screeching, crunching sound that stiffened the hairs on the back of Yuri's neck, the Ford plowed into the VW's back fender.
The two vehicles skidded to a halt in the middle of the busy street, resembling a couple of small bulls locking horns. Shaken but unhurt, Yuri jumped out of the car as the door to the Volkswagen swung open. Out lurched a young Mexican with long hair and a fixed, vacant smile. Yuri was only too familiar with the look. It was either alcohol or drugs.
The youth stared at his crushed fender and began to babble in Spanish. Yuri shook his head and said one of the few phrases he knew, "No hablo Espa�ol."
A transito, traffic cop, dressed in dark blue pants and sky blue shirt, showed up a few minutes later. Yuri had been told to have his insurance policy handy if he were ever in an accident, and he waved it in front of the officer like a matador trying to get el toro's attention. All he managed to get from the cop was a stream of Spanish, at which he threw up his hands and assumed a bewildered look.
The policeman finally conveyed with hand gestures that Yuri should go over to the side of the street and wait while the law dealt with the obviously spaced out VW driver.
With the help of another officer who stopped to see what was going on, and possessed a passing knowledge of English, the frustrated policeman finally advised Yuri to take his scratched and dented rental car out to the airport, where it could be swapped for another. By this time, Yuri knew there was no possibility of finding the yellow truck, without an unbelievable dose of pure luck, a commodity of which he felt sadly lacking. So he got back into his car and followed the directions to Miguel Hidalgo Airport.
The attractive, dark-skinned girl at the car rental booth in the international terminal helped him fill out the necessary forms regarding the accident and provided him with the keys to a Nissan Sentra. Concerned that his cash supply was rapidly dwindling, Yuri asked the girl about a cheap motel in the area. She suggested he try Motel La Palma. As she was showing him how to find it on a map in the Guadalajara driving guide, Yuri saw a highway marked "to Tequila" and remembered the red circle on the map in Major Romashchuk's truck.
"Is there something in here that shows the town of Tequila?" he asked.
She turned to another page. "You go out this way on Highway 15," she explained, running her finger along the black line. "It's about 56 kilometers. Are you going to visit the Sauza Distillery?"
He gave her a puzzled look. "Distillery?"
"Where they bottle Tequila, Mexico's most famous drink."
"Oh," he said. He had heard of Tequila. It was the vodka of Mexico, he thought. But he pointed to the mountainous area north of the town. "What is in here?"
She smiled. "Scenery. Mountains and trees and canyons. Maybe a ranch. Not much else."
"How does one get back there?"
She shrugged. "There's probably a dirt road that wanders through the mountains. But you aren't supposed to drive your rental car on roads like that. If you want to see such an area, I'd take a helicopter."
"Where would one find a helicopter?" He had always thought of such things as the province of the militia or the KGB or the army.
"There's a company called Aeronautica Jalisco located on the other side of the airport. They rent helicopters. I'm sure they could arrange a sightseeing flight."
After he had located the green Nissan Sentra, he began to consider his options. Thinking about that red circle on the map, he realized it was his only clue to the possible whereabouts of Nikolai Romashchuk. Of course, he could try calling the girl in the Veracruz office of the shipping agent. She might have an address in this area for the supposed German businessman, though he had serious doubts that she would. What was Romashchuk up to, he wondered? Did he plan to store the C/B weapons in a cave in the mountains, or was he making a delivery there? The more he thought about it, the more clearly he comprehended one central fact. If he wanted to attempt to locate a yellow dump truck in the wild mountain country north of Tequila, a helicopter would certainly be the best tool for finding it. He drove around the airport perimeter in search of a fixed base operator named Aeronautica Jalisco.
* * *
After landing and getting the chopper bedded down, Roddy walked Elena to her Mercedes, then headed for Lake Chapala. He was in an upbeat mood and sang lustily in the shower, then donned a fresh guayabera shirt. The phone rang while he was dressing. It was his daughter Lila.
"Hi, Dad. How are things south of the border? Been taking a siesta?"
"Hey, don't give me that crap. I've been working, just like people in the States. Life goes on around the clock here, too."
"You're trying to disabuse me of all my nice mental images about Mexico," said the lively voice. "Sleepy little towns and guys stretched out in the sun with sombreros over their faces."
"If you had to fight with some of those guys in traffic, you'd think sleepy. When do you start your new job?"
"Toward the end of August. Teachers are like retirees during the summer. Just take it easy and bum around."
"Ha! I wouldn't know," Roddy said with feigned displeasure. "I work, remember? Driving helicopters."
"Yeah, wish you'd fly up this way. Oh, the big news. Mom and a lady she met at church are opening a dress shop. Can you feature her as a big business tycoon?"
"Don't disparage your mother, Lila. She's got a lot of ability. She'll do well. It's something she's always wanted to do."
"Sure. I bet she'd do better, though, if you were around to help."
Roddy grinned. Lila the matchmaker. She had always urged him to come back.
"I might bother her boyfriends," he said lightly.
"Get real, Dad. She hasn't encouraged anybody. The only guy she went out with more than a time or two in Gainesville turned out to be married. She told him to get lost. What about your love life?"
"What makes you think I have one?" he said defensively.
"Just asking."
"Well, I have no real entanglements," he said, not at all sure of its truthfulness.
"Why don't you come up and join us for the Fourth of July? We plan to get together with Renee and Jim. May even go into Washington for the big concert at the Capitol."
"I don't know, Lila. I'll think about it."
"Don't just think about it, Dad. Make a reservation. A few more days and it may be difficult to get a flight."
"How do you like living in Alexandria?" he asked, changing the subject.
"Great. We're far enough out that you don't feel so crowded, but it's just a hop and a skip from everything. Promise me you'll really consider coming up for the Fourth."
"I'll let you know. I promise."
What timing, he thought as he finished getting dressed. He was happy to know things were going well with his family, but it didn't help his confused state of mind. Elena had invited him to dinner, and he had finally agreed to spend the night this time. No creeping drive home in the wee hours.
* * *
An interesting coincidence occurred over the telephone lines in Guadalajara that evening. Two calls were placed to phones in Minsk, capital of the Republic of Belarus. Both callers spoke in Russian, and the conversations began almost identically.
The first call was placed around five p.m. from a residence in Sector Libertad, the northeastern quadrant of the city.
A somewhat sleepy voice answered, "Hello."
"This is Herr Gruber," said the party in Guadalajara. "I hope I didn't wake you."
"I haven't been to bed yet. I've been waiting up to hear from you. How did it go?"
"We just arrived a short time ago," reported the bogus German. "Mission successful. We have the goods here in Guadalajara. We'll be taking them to the mountains early in the morning."
"Are your support people in place?"
Romashchuk chuckled softly. "Support people" was an interesting euphemism for Peruvian guerrillas. "Yes, sir. We will start familiarizing them with their assignment tomorrow."
"Good. What have you done about the individual our friend suggested keeping an eye on?"
"That's taken care of. I should know soon if he is really a problem. How are things progressing over there?"
A smile was detectable in General Valeri Zakharov's normally dour voice. "Our brain trust met earlier this evening. Everything is in readiness. Everyone is anxious to get on with the job. We anticipate things running smoothly, so long as your part of the operation goes as scheduled. You're sure no one took any interest in your delivery?"
"Reasonably certain. We noticed a particular blue Ford on a few occasions along the way. There is a great deal of traffic on that highway, so it's hard to tell�"
"That isn't good enough."
"I know. If he shows up again, we'll take care of him. It was a lone male driver. He would disappear for long periods of time. We saw no more of him after arriving in Guadalajara."
"All right. But don't take any chances. Check in with me before you leave there."
The second call was placed from a 24-hour telephone shop in the vicinity of the Motel La Palma, where long distance calls could be made and paid for in cash. It occurred around ten p.m.
"Hello," said a groggy voice.
The caller from Mexico said, "I hope I didn't wake you."
"What time is� oh, it's time I got up anyway. Who is this?"
"Your friend in Mexico."
"Damn," said Detective Omar Khan. "You really made it?"
"Of course I made it. What kind of question is that?"
"Sorry. We've been wondering."
"Who is `we'?"
"I don't think we'd better use any names."
"You think somebody is tapping your line?"
"No. I don't know why they would. It just seems prudent."
"Very well. Are you referring to a certain medical person?"
"Yes, you could say that."
"Well," Yuri Shumakov said somewhat anxiously, "tell this person I love her and miss her and I'm rapidly running out of cash. I need help."
"I'll see what I can do. Have you had any results so far?"
"You're damned right." Now there was excitement in Yuri's voice.
"Remember my telling you about the guy whose trail I turned up in Kiev? He's here."
"In Mexico?"
"Right. I lost him this afternoon, but I'm hopeful of tracking him down in the morning. I haven't figured out yet just how to get the information out of him that I need. But as soon as I can pin him down, I'm going after him."
"Best be careful, my friend."
"Don't worry. I'm well aware of the kind of man he is. Look, if anyone can come up with some money, it can be wired to me through Banamex, that's a major Mexican bank, in Guadalajara."
He gave Omar Khan the address of a bank branch located near the motel.
"Sounds like you need it right away," said the detective.
"Just as fast as you can get it here. Use the name on my passport. It's the middle of the evening now. I'll check with the bank tomorrow afternoon. If there's no word, I'll check back again the following morning."
"We should be able to get something to you by then."
"Thanks. I appreciate it. I'll call on my Cossack roots and dance a prysiadka at your wedding."
Kahn laughed. "Happily, I have no plans for such an event in the foreseeable future. Take care."
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It was seven-thirty when Roddy rang the bell at Elena's massive front door. Manuel beckoned him inside and silently led him through the breakfast room onto the courtyard, where he found an exquisitely set table for two, complete with candlelight and wine. Manuel pulled back a chair.
"Please have a seat, Se�or. The Se�ora will join you shortly."
When Elena appeared about ten minutes later, she wore a long, cream-colored dress with full sleeves and a square-cut bodice. Its only decoration was a simple embroidered pattern around the ends of the sleeves, over the shoulders and across the bust. She might have been a peasant girl dressed for folk dancing, but the simple understatement made her natural beauty more dazzling.
Manuel held the chair for her and then poured the wine. Smiling brightly, Elena inquired, "What did you think of the ranch?"
"Fabulous. Just like the lady who runs it."
"Oh, you liked Rosa?" she said, eyes twinkling.
"You know who I'm talking about. You run a big operation. I'm impressed."
"Think I could talk you into coming aboard?"
His eyes contemplated her from beneath a rumpled brow. "Are you serious?"
"Of course I'm serious. I don't joke about business."
A disturbing thought suddenly hit him. Was she only interested in him for his companionship? Might he become simply a "kept" man? That didn't square too well with his sense of machismo. "What would I do?"
"Be my pilot, for one thing. And be someone I could bounce ideas off. I often need a man's point of view, but I want someone I can trust to have my best interests at heart, rather than his own. I can't count on getting that from my relatives."
"But you've only known me a couple of days," Roddy said. "What makes you think I would be so trustworthy?"
She gave him a confident smile. "I've always been a good judge of character. And I'm quite handy at analyzing where people are coming from. You, my dear friend, are having a difficult time deciding between me and someone else, most likely your former wife back in the States."
Roddy stared in disbelief. Was she a mind reader? "What makes you think that?"
"You're very open and generous with your affections. But at a certain point, you tend to rein them in. It appears you're uncertain whether you want to commit completely." Placing her palms together, prayer-like, fingertips touching her chin, she leveled her eyes at him. "I want you to commit to me, Roddy."
He watched her silently for a long moment, more than a little disturbed at being so readily dissected and laid bare. But the offer she had put on the table was a tantalizing one, to be personal pilot and personal confidante for a dynamic lady who controlled a sizeable fortune. Although he was retired from the Air Force, he was still too young to retire from the business world. It would mean a major career step he hadn't even imagined and would probably require taking up permanent residence in Mexico.
Manuel had returned to the kitchen, and as Elena held up her empty glass, Roddy took the wine and poured.
"This is a bit overwhelming," he said, cocking his head to one side. "Do I have a little time to think about it?"
She gazed at him over the top of the wine glass, her dark, intense eyes sparkling in the candlelight. "I don't need an answer tonight."
"Thanks. You know I'd have to get the government's permission to work for you. I'm not a permanent resident."
"Remember my mentioning an old friend of my husband's, Rafael Madero, the politician? I had a call from him after I got home this afternoon. He assured me if I ever had any problems with the government, he would be happy to take care of them."
The owner of the property Bryan Janney had been concerned about, Roddy recalled. He couldn't resist the casual comment, "Don't suppose he said anything about what was going on at his cabin in the barranca?"
"No. I didn't inquire about that," Elena replied, eyeing him curiously.
Roddy found the meal outstanding, the cook worthy of one of Guadalajara's best restaurants. It ranged from sopa de flor de calabaza, or squash flower soup, to a white fish concoction with a variety of vegetables. After leaving the job offer to simmer in Roddy's mind, he and Elena tacitly agreed to keep the dinner conversation on the light side. Afterward, he called home to check his answering machine and found two messages. Herb Derry reminded him that Friday was the next scheduled breakfast for the former boys in blue, and Pablo Alba called to alert him about a charter flight for ten in the morning.
"Looks like I might as well set up a regular schedule to Tequila," he told Elena. "Pablo says I have another gringo interested in flying up that way tomorrow morning."
Later that evening, in the intimate darkness of Elena's bedroom, Roddy was determined not to be perceived as holding back. If she had thought him hesitant before, now she found him as aggressive as a hungry tiger. An instinctive lover, he probed the depths of her passion. When he found a touch or a movement or a flick of the tongue that brought an ecstatic murmur, he repeated it, replayed it, revised and refined it until he had her body writhing as though she were on fire. When the lovemaking finally subsided, she lapsed into contented slumber.
Elena had opened the doors to the balcony, letting in the cool night air and the muffled sounds of the city. Sometime after midnight, Roddy lay awake, the silence of the room broken only by her deep, slow breathing and the periodic tolling of a church bell somewhere in the distance. He thought of Karen and of his promise to let Lila know if he would make the pilgrimage back for the Fourth of July holidays. A part of him wanted to say yes, it's time to break with the sorrowful past. But another part admonished that he had already made the break when he accepted Elena's invitation to dinner.
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Roddy arrived at the airport shortly before ten and found his passenger waiting. The man had told Pablo Alba he was from Atlanta, Georgia, though the operations director said he hardly sounded like a Southerner. He had insisted on leaving earlier in the morning, but Alba had patiently explained that the chopper was undergoing routine maintenance and would not be ready to fly before ten o'clock.
"I am Ivan Netto," said the passenger, handing over his business card.
Based on the accent, Roddy judged him to have come originally from one of the Slavic countries, probably Russia. He attributed the weary look to someone who had been traveling too long and too far. After a glance at the card, he stuck out his hand. "Roddy Rodman, Mr. Netto. Where did you want to go around Tequila?"
Netto gave him an apologetic smile. "I am not sure."
"Pardon?" Roddy frowned. How the hell was he going to fly this guy somewhere if he didn't know where he wanted to go?
"What I would like to do may sound a bit strange," Netto said, "and, perhaps, useless. You can tell me if that is so. You see, I am looking for a yellow dump truck. I was told I might find it in the Tequila area. Would this be difficult to accomplish from a helicopter?"
Roddy shook his head. He had heard some wild requests, but never one quite like this. "I used to fly search missions while I was in the U.S. Air Force," he said, folding his arms thoughtfully. "It's no big deal. You simply set up a pattern to cover the area you want to search, then fly back and forth at low altitude. A yellow dump truck should be easy to spot. But Tequila isn't all that big a town. It would be just as simple, and certainly a lot cheaper, to do it on the ground, in a car."
Netto nodded, but persisted. "The area I was advised to look at is not in the town of Tequila. It is to the north."
Roddy thought immediately of Elena's ranch. He recalled a couple of small towns not far north of there, one on the R�o Grande de Santiago, the river that wound through the mountains, cutting deep gorges on its way to Guadalajara. "I was up that way yesterday. Beautiful country. We can make a thorough sweep of the area." He didn't normally pry into his passengers' business, but his curiosity got the best of him on this occasion. "What's with the yellow dump truck?"
"I am in the importing business, Mr. Rodman. I bought some valuable silver items on a trip to Taxco, then came here to check on other matters. I made the mistake of leaving things in my car. Someone broke in and stole the silver. I learned that the thieves were driving a yellow Ford dump truck that had been seen in the area north of Tequila."
Roddy took the story at face value. It was really more explanation than he had expected. And knowing the Mexican justice system, it struck a sympathetic chord. "I presume you aren't counting too heavily on the police to recover your silver. Can't blame you. Well, let's go have a look."
He fired up the chopper, radioed the tower for takeoff clearance and soon had the whirling rotor blades beating a noisy path through the bright morning sky toward Highway 15. He steered past the jutting crater of Volcano Colli, over the maguey cactus fields and north of the larger Tequila volcano.
When they were in the vicinity of Elena's ranch, Roddy consulted his chart of the area. The village of Santa Teresa lay off the highway to the northwest. He pointed it out to Mr. Netto.
"We might try around here first," he said, indicating its location.
The aeronautical chart was much more detailed than a road map, but after studying it for a moment, Netto poked a finger toward a particular spot. "I believe this is the area I was told to check out."
Roddy's eyes narrowed. "Are you sure?"
"Quite sure."
The point he had indicated was no more than a kilometer from the entrance to the barranca where Rafael Madero's cabin was located. Roddy began to get some disturbing vibrations from the passenger sitting beside him. Who was Ivan Netto? Was he really an importer looking for silver someone had stolen from him, or was he something more insidious? Was he someone sent by Adam Stern to test the chopper pilot's knowledge and interest in the remote mountain cabin?
Roddy decided to play along and see what happened. If Netto was not involved in whatever activity the Foreign Affairs Roundtable had cooked up for that secluded canyon, they could do a quick fly-by and move on to a more likely area to seek the yellow truck. It had been about a week since his discovery of the cabin with Bryan Janney. And since Stern had long since returned to New York, probably nothing was going on there now anyway. Nevertheless, he approached the barranca warily, coming in from the west, away from the dirt road that led into the canyon.
The forest-covered folds of lava appeared as an undulating green carpet as the chopper cruised along a few hundred feet above the treetops. Roddy spotted the swift-moving stream that had carved out the barranca over countless millennia just before crossing over the precipitous canyon rim. At the most he expected to see a four-wheel drive vehicle or two, a few horses tied up behind the house, maybe some cowboys doing chores. But what caught his eye nearly stopped his heart. It was an almost instantaneous series of flashes. They appeared beside the stream at the other end of the gorge, beyond the cabin. Moments later, several small explosions erupted just below the chopper's flight path.
Startled, Roddy stared down at the smoke and dust and debris rising from the canyon floor, then back in the direction of the flashes.
"What the hell was that?" Netto yelled into the intercom.
His pulse racing, Roddy stared for what seemed an eternity, though it was actually only seconds, until the sight was indelibly etched into his brain. Men on the ground gesturing wildly at the chopper, pointing rifles toward it. He reacted instinctively, applying maximum power, racking the helicopter into a tight one-eighty. As the small Bell craft raced for the top of the canyon wall, a well-aimed bullet from a 7.62mm automatic rifle crashed through the deck, streaked just behind the seats and exited with explosive force through the door beside Netto.
"Shit!" Roddy blurted when he finally released the breath he hadn't realized he was holding. "That was damned close."
Netto stared, ashen-faced, at the jagged hole beside him. "We could have been killed."
"Lucky we didn't catch the mortar fire."
"Mortar fire?"
"Yeah. It's something you don't forget. I damn near became a mortar target in Vietnam. Did you see where the fire came from?"
Netto nodded, the color just beginning to return to his cheeks. "The back of a truck�"
"A damned yellow dump truck!" Roddy's voice blasted through the earphones. "Who the hell are you and what's going on around here?"
He checked his instruments. Everything seemed to be running normally, no indication of damage to the engine or controls. He glanced at the compass and swung onto a direct heading for Miguel Hidalgo Airport. He didn't intend to tarry en route.
Roddy saw the man called Ivan Netto rub his forehead and close his eyes, obviously shaken by what had just happened.
"What do you know about Adam Stern?" Roddy demanded.
Netto gave him a puzzled look. "Who?"
"Adam Stern, with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable."
"I know no such person. The other name, Foreign Affairs something, has no meaning for me."
The man certainly sounded sincere, Roddy thought, but he had suddenly become much more critical in his assessments. It was too big a stretch of the imagination now to accept that story about the theft of silver objects. "Where the hell did that truck come from?"
* * *
As he considered where things stood, Yuri Shumakov realized he had just run out of options. Obviously his hopes of cornering Major Romashchuk had suffered a severe setback. All those people firing rifles at them. The KGB man was now surrounded by a veritable army. Reluctantly, he accepted that he could no longer count on carrying out his ambitious scheme alone. And what he had just witnessed convinced him that this whole business with the former state security apparatus was getting out of hand. He had an obligation to warn someone. But who? And how?
He looked at the pilot, the short brown hair, the open, sincere face. Though understandably infuriated now, he had earlier exhibited a relaxed, easy smile. Could he risk revealing the truth to this man? Rodman was a former American Air Force officer. He knew that was about as good a recommendation as he was likely to find.
Yuri had known from the start that it might come down to this. And he realized there were no guarantees. All he could do was go with his instincts, and his instincts told him that Roddy Rodman was a man he could trust.
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His agonizing decision made, the Minsk chief investigator opened up like a penitent seeking absolution. "My real name is Yuri Shumakov," he said. "I come from Minsk, Belarus, not from Atlanta, Georgia."
Rodman nodded, his eyes shifting suspiciously. He kept the chopper climbing until they had an unrestricted view of both the Atemajac Valley and its surrounding airspace.
"The man who brought in the yellow truck is a Ukrainian," Yuri explained. "He was a major in the old KGB. I followed him to Guadalajara from Veracruz, where he took delivery of a large crate that arrived on a ship from Gdansk, Poland."
"Are you a cop?" Roddy asked.
Shumakov shook his head, the pain showing in his face. "I was an investigator for the Minsk prokuratura, the city prosecutor, until two weeks ago."
"What happened?"
"I was accused of a murder I did not commit."
As they flew toward Guadalajara, as fast as Rodman could push the bulbous chopper, Yuri related sketchily how his brother Anatoli had been killed and his recent pursuit of the facts behind the explosion. He decided, at least for the present, to skip the tie-in with General Borovsky's investigation and Chairman Latishev's fears that had brought it on. He was still no closer to an answer to that knotty puzzle. Anyway, it was apparent that Rodman would have enough difficulty coping with the account of the stolen weapons. There was no need to complicate things further.
"You're telling me this Major Romashchuk has some lethal chemical weapons down there?" Rodman asked.
"In mortar shells."
"Damn! I'm sure those weren't chemical rounds we saw. It must have been a dress rehearsal for the real thing. What the hell would he use them for?"
"I have no idea."
"With only a few rounds, you couldn't make a concerted attack on anything but a small installation," Rodman said. "I once hauled some counter-terrorist agents who knew all about such a setup. They mentioned an IRA attack against a police facility in Northern Ireland. Seems the IRA fired rounds from homemade mortar tubes mounted on a flatbed truck. It isn't the most accurate kind of artillery barrage, but, hell, with nerve gas, you'd only need to get close."
Rodman contacted the Miguel Hidalgo tower as they approached the airport and requested landing instructions. While he was making his letdown, Shumakov pulled a photograph out of his briefcase.
"This is Major Romashchuk," he said, holding out the photo.
Rodman glanced at the picture, did a double take, and almost lost control of the chopper. "I've seen that face. He was at a bar with Adam Stern last week."
When they reached the Aeronautica Jalisco ramp, he shut down the engine and stripped off his earphones. Circles of perspiration discolored his shirt beneath his armpits.
"I guess I'd better explain," he said, turning to Shumakov. "Adam Stern is just as dangerous a bastard as you describe your Major Romashchuk. He works for an outfit in New York called the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. They've got to be involved in this deal somehow. And that spells real trouble."
"Trouble for who?"
"For me. And probably for you."
"But how? Nikolai Romashchuk does not know�"
"I took another passenger up to that canyon last week. He was a writer, working on a book about the Roundtable. He told me a bit about the group. Particularly about Adam Stern. That night, Stern tracked him down and killed him. I can't prove it, but the circumstantial evidence is overwhelming. Evidently Stern found out I was the pilot who flew him up there. He came looking for me, but I hid out a couple of days until he was gone. He's bound to have told this Romashchuk about me. The Major could be on his way here right now. I'm sure he'd like to know if I'm the guy who flew over there this time, and who was with me."
Shumakov quickly unbuckled his seatbelt. "Then I suggest we find somewhere else to talk."
* * *
Instructing the investigator to meet him in the lounge, Rodman stopped by Alba's office to explain the bullet holes. He suggested that it may have been caused by a stray shot from a hunter. Back in the lounge, he headed for the telephone.
"I have a friend who may be able to help us," he said as he dialed Elena Castillo Quintero.
Her cheery voice was reassuring. "Back from Tequila already?" she asked.
"Damned glad to be back," he confided. "My passenger and I have some real problems. He wanted to fly over that barranca your friend Madero owns. I'd like to come over there and tell you about it, but I need to stop by my house first."
"Sure. Come on anytime, Roddy. I'll be here until around two. Then I have a business meeting to attend."
He hung up the phone and turned to Yuri Shumakov, his voice more confident. "She's got connections. Look, I doubt if my house is safe after this, or your motel. I'm going home to throw some things in a suitcase, then I'll drop by La Palma and pick you up."
Shumakov hurried out to his rented Nissan and Rodman wheeled his Toyota out of the employee parking area. He headed down the four-lane highway toward Chapala, remembering too late that he should have asked Pablo Alba not to give out any information about this morning's flight to Tequila. Still, he wasn't too worried. He had a good head start on Major Romashchuk, who would have to maneuver through a precarious mountain trail and then drive all the way back from Tequila. He hoped for some sticky tapat�o traffic tie-ups on the Anillo Periferico, the circumferential thoroughfare that skirted the suburbs.
As he raced down the highway, he fretted over what he had gotten himself into and how he might possibly get himself out of it. Equally as disturbing was the question of what Romashchuk and Adam Stern had in mind for the chemical weapons. And what, if anything, he might do to thwart them. Despite the obvious attempts to distance himself from his Air Force past, he hadn't managed to re-program his mind. He still thought like a military officer.
He was nearly home before all of that mental friction finally produced a spark of hope. It required going all the way back to that winter at Eglin Air Force Base when he was recuperating from his crash injuries. He recalled the surprising visit by Greg, the mysterious CIA operative, who had offered to be of help if he ever needed it. Roddy had saved the phone number. Why, he wasn't sure. He'd had no thought he would ever use it. Greg had written the number inside the flap of a Holiday Inn matchbook. As best he could remember, it was in a large brown envelope that contained some of his old Air Force records.
As soon as he pulled into the driveway, he jumped out of the Toyota and hurried inside. He found the envelope in the back of a desk drawer and poured out the contents. There lay the book of matches. The number had a Northern Virginia area code. He dialed it and waited.
After a few rings, a recorded voice answered. "You have reached Information Consultants. After the beep, please leave your name, phone number and message. It will be date-time stamped automatically. I'll return your call as soon as possible."
Damn, he thought at the beep's forlorn sound, I should have known he wouldn't be at home. He was about to hang up when he changed his mind.
"This is is Colonel Roddy Rodman, Greg. I've got a problem, but I can't stay�"
"Give me your phone number and stand by," a voice broke in. "I'll get right back to you, Colonel."
"It's country code five-two," Roddy said quickly. Then he gave the city code and his phone number and heard the line go dead.
Greg was as mysterious as ever, he thought. He hoped the CIA man would, indeed, "get right back." Roddy glanced at his watch. It had been about an hour since they had witnessed the mortar firing in the barranca. He calculated it would take Major Romashchuk an hour and a half to reach the airport, nearly two hours to make it all the way here. But what if the Major had other people in Guadalajara? He could easily stop along the way and make a call, dispatching someone immediately to the airport or Lake Chapala.
During his sojourn in Mexico, Roddy had learned to slow down and pace himself in the leisurely Latin manner. When a native promised something "ma�ana," it could be tomorrow, or next week, or next month. Now he found himself moving with an unfamiliar urgency. He hurried into the kitchen, stuck a filter into a small coffee maker, spooned in two measures of coffee and filled the decanter with water. He had just flipped on the switch when the phone rang.
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District of Columbia Suburbs
Murray Bender sat at the desk built into the corner of the room he used for an office. The solid, knotty pine paneling, which had darkened several shades over the years, marked it as somewhat beyond the age of thirty and originally a den, although it had also seen service as a bedroom before Bender bought the house. That was five years ago, when the communist conspiracy was headed for the scrap heap and the Central Intelligence Agency had decided to bring him in from the cold. His talents would be utilized for special assignments.
They put him in a small office with a telephone that rarely rang for any important reason. He hated Langley. He was a field man, had always been a field man, would always be a field man. For the most part it had been a lonely, boring, physically stressful existence. Making contact with agents who might be real or bogus, people with axes to grind or grandiose ideas of the money they could make peddling secrets, most of which were hardly worth passing on to headquarters. Tracking down lost contacts or whole networks that had disappeared with the poof of a soap bubble. Long stints of surveillance in rain or snow, in sweltering heat and bitter cold. But he had a natural inclination for the clandestine life. He liked operating on the fringe, on his own, with no one to monitor his comings and goings. He had been married twice, briefly. Neither woman could abide his sudden departures on "business trips" that might last anywhere from a couple of days to several months. He had boundless patience and enough acting talent to have landed a role on Broadway. And with an actor's ear for accents and dialects, he could be convincing in whatever part he was called on to play. But in the final analysis, what he really loved was matching wits with the opposition. Most of the time he had come out on top.
After a couple of years at the Agency's massive house of mirrors on the Potomac, doing mostly mundane things between occasional "real" assignments, Bender had been sent off to Cambodia to follow up on what appeared to be a fairly solid report of an American POW being held by a faction of the Khmer Rouge. It was during the agonizing congressional hearings on the POW-MIA problem when everybody was attempting to dodge the blame for years of denial that there was, indeed, a problem. Word filtered back to Langley that Bender, too, had become a prisoner. Unfortunately, the operation had been mounted in such a rush that some of the niceties of informing congressional watchdogs had been overlooked. Rather than risk the embarrassment of another hearing on who had screwed up this time, the guilty party on the seventh floor decided it would be "in the best interest of the service" to cut him loose and deny any knowledge of his mission. The gentleman hadn't reckoned with the wily field man's ability as a survivor. He had managed to convince two of his guards that he was actually a French trader who possessed a fortune in gemstones stashed away just inside the Thai border. He would happily share this booty with them if only he could get to it. Once they were inside Thailand, he managed to sneak word to the police that his escorts were Khmer Rouge illegals.
When he discovered that he had been "written off," Bender told his superiors where they could shove their agency and turned his talents to the role of "consultant." Oddly enough, now he seemed content to spend a good deal of his time in his own office, working with a new toy that had come to fascinate him � the latest high-speed, high-resolution, high-capacity personal computer. After spending most of his life gathering raw intelligence, now he dealt mostly with the finished product. He had access to hundreds of data bases that contained literally millions of facts, including the latest details on various international hotspots. Added to that was a CD ROM drive that gave him the ability to instantly call up information from a wide array of discs containing everything from magazines and encyclopedias to business and financial documents and reports.
As soon as he hung up the phone that sweltering June morning in the D.C. suburbs, he typed in a few characters and all of the telephone country codes flashed on his color screen. He scanned down to fifty-two. Mexico. He did the same with the city code and read "Chapala." Using an atlas disc, he quickly filled the screen with a map of the Guadalajara-Lake Chapala area.
The desk held two telephones, one white, one black. White for business carried out in the open. Black for what black had always meant to Murray Bender, covert operations. Roddy Rodman's call had come in on the white line. He picked up the black phone and dialed the number in Mexico.
"Sorry for the delay, Colonel," he apologized. "I had to switch to my secure line. Well, it isn't really secure. Not like the Agency's scrambled circuits. But I'm sure it isn't tapped. Nobody has access to it but me and my buddy at the phone company."
"You never admitted who you worked for before," Roddy reminded him.
He gave a grunt that passed for a laugh. "I can say anything I damn well please since I left there. I'm in the information business now. I gather and disseminate information on companies, countries, people, places, things. Whatever the client wants, I can usually provide. You said you had a problem. What's happening there in Chapala?"
"Didn't take you long to pinpoint me," Roddy said, obviously impressed. "Some pretty frightening things are going on, Greg. What do you know about the Foreign Affairs Roundtable?"
"First, I buried Greg somewhere in Southeast Asia. I go by my real name now, Murray Bender. You're interested in the FAR, huh? Well, it's an outfit you won't find much about from either official or unofficial sources. Even the Agency has very little on it."
"Really?"
"Really. I learned the hard way it's a subject you don't dig into."
"Why?"
"The Director and his top deputies are FAR members. The official line says it's an organization of distinguished citizens interested in the study of foreign policy. They operate out in the open, have a nice New York headquarters with the name out front. But folks in the know tell me it works from a hidden agenda. Seems their real interest is in controlling the world economic system for their own benefit."
"Interesting. That's the impression I got from a guy I had as a passenger last week. I've been flying helicopters in Guadalajara since I retired."
As he talked, Bender had switched to a program that stored facts he had compiled on a variety of subjects. After typing in "FAR," a new screen appeared.
"According to my notes, the FAR is led by big international bankers like Bernard Whitehurst, who's the chairman, some multinational business leaders and a few heavyweight political types. They are allied with similar people in Europe and elsewhere through an organization called the Council of Lyon. The Council's leadership, a secretive group known as the 'Trustees,' decides what sinister activities they get involved in. Who was your passenger?"
"A New York writer named Bryan Janney. He was working on a book that would expose what the Roundtable is really up to."
"He probably won't get too far with the project. They have a neat way of handling such people. Whenever somebody hints at the conspiracy, they feed their pals in the news media stories designed to ridicule the guy. By the time they get through with him, he's thoroughly labeled as a kook. Nobody would listen to him."
"He'd have been lucky to get that treatment. This guy wound up dead."
"That's a bit surprising. He must have been onto something that could really hurt," Bender ventured. What he had heard, from one of his very knowledgeable and equally reliable sources, indicated they usually operated with more finesse than that.
"He had learned the FAR was sending a character named Adam Stern to Guadalajara. Something to do with what was taking place at a cabin up in the mountains."
Bender frowned and shook his head. "I hope he didn't get you involved."
"I flew him up to take a look at the cabin. Apparently Stern found out I was the pilot."
"Colonel, I'm afraid you're right. You do have a problem. I knew Stern when he worked for the Agency. He's a vengeful bastard and a deadly one to boot. He comes from the Wild West school of marksmanship. Shoot first and ask questions later."
"I found out something else. His threats caused a man to lie on the witness stand at my court-martial. You were right that day you came to see me. I was the fall guy for General Patton. He's the bastard who caused my chopper to get shot down."
"That figures."
"But Stern isn't really my problem now," Rodman continued, his voice taking on a new urgency. "He went back to New York. It's the guy he met with down here, what he's doing at that cabin in the mountains. Seems he's a former KGB major who brought some Soviet chemical weapons into Mexico. I flew over the cabin again this morning and saw them shooting mortars out of the back of a dump truck."
Oh, God, thought Bender, he's been hitting the bottle again. He had heard about Colonel Rodman's drinking problem. The part about Adam Stern he was prepared to accept, even the murder of a writer who had stumbled onto some incriminating evidence. But this business about an ex-KGB major and Soviet chemical weapons was a bit too much. Firing mortars from a dump truck? What the hell would a former KGB officer be doing in Mexico? Since their old Soviet patrons had been discredited and Castro was practically a basket case, the Mexican communists had about faded from view. Best to humor the Colonel, he thought.
"Does this KGB major know about you?" he inquired.
"I'm sure Stern told him about me. That's the most pressing problem. He could be on his way to my house right now."
"Then I'd get the hell out of Dodge, Colonel."
"I intend to soon as I get off the phone. But I had hoped you might have some ideas on where I could turn next. Maybe somebody at the CIA I could trust, somebody in a position to take some action."
"I'm afraid I'm not very welcome around Langley anymore. The Agency tried to make me the fall guy for one of the top boys who screwed up. I told them to stick it up their ass and quit. I can sympathize with how you feel about General Patton."
Regardless of that wild tale about chemical weapons and ex-Soviets, Colonel Rodman had genuine problems, Bender realized. Besides the threat posed by Adam Stern, there was the matter of the court-martial. The Colonel must have turned up some new evidence. If there was any possibility of getting his name cleared and his conviction reversed, he deserved a try. Bender thought for a moment.
"There is one guy I know of who has connections right to the top of the government. He's his own man. He isn't controlled by anybody. Do you remember a few years ago when some renegades from the CIA and KGB plotted to assassinate the American and Soviet presidents up in Toronto? Without any official help, this guy stopped them. More recently, he was involved in a situation in the Far East at the request of the President. It was so hush-hush I only picked up some hints about it."
"Who is he and where do I find him?"
"Name's Burke Hill. He's an official with an international PR agency in Washington. Back years ago he was an FBI agent. Hold on a second."
Bender slipped another disc into his CD ROM drive and typed in "Worldwide Communications Consultants." The telephone number popped onto the screen. He picked up the white phone and dialed. When the Worldwide operator answered, he asked for Burke Hill. He was told Mr. Hill was currently visiting the Mexico City office. He asked for the number.
"Well, your luck is running good on this count, Colonel," he said into the black phone. "Hill is in Mexico City."
* * *
Major Nikolai Romashchuk had fired two high explosive mortar shells toward the far end of the barranca that morning as he patiently explained the planned operation. Then he stood by and observed as the leader of the Shining Path group, a dark-skinned, black-eyed young man called Pepe, and two of his fellow Peruvians fired a volley of shells. After suggesting some changes in their technique, he had them fire another volley. At virtually the same moment, a helicopter suddenly popped over the rim and clattered across a few hundred feet above the canyon floor. The aircraft appeared to be headed directly toward the truck, then suddenly veered away and began to climb as it retreated above the canyon wall. The other two guerrillas, who had demanded they be provided AK-47s for guard duty, began firing into the air. One thought he had hit it, but he wasn't sure.
After the small chopper disappeared, Romashchuk turned to Pepe with malevolence in his eyes. "Tell your people not to shoot at any more aircraft unless they're damned sure they can bring it down. I have a good idea who was flying that one. I intend to find out for sure. Keep your men here. And don't, under any circumstances, let anybody disturb that other crate."
Romashchuk and Julio Podesta, his Mexican sidekick who had driven the truck on the trip to Veracruz, headed for the Jeep and were soon raising a cloud of pinkish dust as they struck out for Tequila. The narrow, rutted road, which was frequently washed out in places, snaked around and over the volcanic hills, leaning at precarious angles at times. He maneuvered the Jeep a bit faster than they had dared drive the truck, but it was still a good forty minutes since the helicopter's unwelcome intrusion by the time they reached the town of Tequila.
Romashchuk stopped at a small store where he had used a pay phone previously and called Aeronautica Jalisco. A girl answered.
"This is Se�or Gruber," he said in his most convincing manner. "I was to have joined Se�or Rodman on his flight to the mountains around Tequila this morning. Something delayed me, however, and I couldn't make it. Do you know if he has returned yet, and who went with him?"
"I'm sorry, Se�or," she said, "but I know nothing about it. You will have to talk to Se�or Pablo Alba, our director of operations. He should be back in about an hour."
Romashchuk thanked her and hung up.
"Damn," he grumbled at Julio. "We have to talk to a man named Alba, who won't be back for an hour."
"We could be at the airport by then," said Julio with a shrug.
"You're right. We might as well go on. It's in the direction of Rodman's home. It will save us some time if we need to go after him there."
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Roddy was surprised when Elena met them at the door. She was dressed in a well-tailored green business suit, her dark hair pulled to the back and twisted into a bun. Her face, though still attractive, had an unfamiliar stark, almost austere quality to it. And then he realized he was seeing the cool, pragmatic, determined businesswoman for the first time.
"Where's Manuel?" Roddy asked.
"I thought it was time you realized I do know how to open a front door," she said half-jokingly. "Actually, since I had to be away this afternoon, I decided to give everyone the day off. Come on in."
Roddy introduced Yuri Shumakov as his passenger from the morning flight, then asked if he could use the telephone.
"I need to make a call to Mexico City first. That okay?"
"Certainly," she said, nodding.
Roddy thought she looked oddly preoccupied.
"Use the phone in my father's office," she added.
He sat down at the heavy wooden desk and pulled a scrap of note paper from his shirt pocket. It contained the number for Worldwide Communications Consultants' Mexico City office. He dialed the number, then leaned back in the plush leather chair. He found his gaze leveling on the portrait of Elena's father that hung over the desk. Studying the stern-set jaw and unsmiling eyes, he detected something of the same implacable demeanor that he had noticed in Elena this afternoon.
When Burke Hill came on the line, Roddy introduced himself in a calm, deliberate voice. He knew his strange story would require all the salesmanship he could muster. "This is Colonel Warren Rodman," he said, "U.S. Air Force Retired. I got your name from a former CIA officer named Murray Bender. I'm not sure whether you know him, but he recommended you as someone I could trust."
"Trust for what?" Hill asked. "I don't think I know the gentleman. I wonder why he would suggest you call me?"
"He said you had saved the President's neck a few years back. Said you weren't controlled by anybody, but you had connections right to the top of the government."
"Well, I'm flattered, but I believe he has sort of overrated my importance. What was it you wanted to talk about?"
"I live on Lake Chapala, near Guadalajara, where I have a part-time job flying helicopters," Roddy explained. "In the course of taking a couple of different passengers to an area up near Tequila, I've gotten involved in a real sticky situation. Believe me, Mr. Hill, it was totally unexpected, something strictly out of left field. I learned there is a former major from the old KGB over here. He has some deadly chemical weapons stolen several years ago from the Soviet arsenal. From what I saw this morning, he's apparently involved in teaching some people to use them. I have no idea who they are, but it looked like they were firing from mortar tubes in the back of a truck."
"Damn, Colonel. Sounds pretty ominous. I believe you need to contact the Mexican authorities. I don't see anything I could do for you."
"There's another dimension to it, Mr. Hill. One that complicates matters. This Russian � or Ukrainian � met here last week with a man named Adam Stern of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. They have something to do with what's going on."
"I find that hard to believe," said Hill skeptically. "I'm quite familiar with the Roundtable."
"I know how you feel. It struck me the same way. But, unfortunately, I stumbled into the fact that Stern killed an American while he was here. Made it look like a suicide. It was a writer from New York named Bryan Janney. He was involved in researching a book on the Roundtable. Before he died, Janney told me the organization isn't what it purports to be on the outside. Murray Bender confirmed it."
"The ex-CIA man?"
"Right."
There was a long pause, and Roddy had begun to wonder if Burke Hill was still on the line. Then he heard a deeply concerned voice say, "This training, as you called it, was taking place near Tequila?"
"Right. In a barranca, a canyon, north of the town."
"And you saw it, yourself?"
"No more than a couple of hours ago."
"Is there any chance of your coming to Mexico City?"
"I can fly in this afternoon," Roddy said with relief. I'll bring along a man from Minsk, Belarus, who knows all about this major and how he got the weapons."
"Call me back and let me know what time you'll get here," Hill instructed.
When he returned to the sitting room, Roddy found Elena had just brought in a pot of coffee and some cakes.
"Did you two get acquainted?" he asked.
Elena shook her head. "Not really. I've been back in the kitchen."
"Okay," he said, frowning, "let me tell you about that barranca."
"Wait!" She held up her hand as she brought a cup of coffee to him, then sat beside him on the sofa. "I must tell you something first. But before I do, you must understand that it has nothing to do with how I feel about you, or with the offer I made last night. I hope what I have to confess won't change anything between us."
"Confess?" Roddy said, unsure if this was more of the new Elena he was just coming to know.
"I have to give you a little background. I think I mentioned that my father was involved in a meeting each year of an organization that included Americans and Europeans. He had a very old and dear friend he always went with, Eugenio Santin, a top executive in the Bank of Mexico. We are unrelated, but Santin treated me as though I were a niece. About a week ago, he called and said he had an important favor to ask. Someone connected with the organization needed a person to make the acquaintance of a Colonel Warren Rodman." She gave him an apologetic smile.
Roddy had grown increasingly concerned as she talked. Now he stared at her in disbelief. "And that's when you called General Wackenhut?"
"Yes." She folded her hands nervously. "It sounded like something interesting, a change of pace. I'd been bored to death for a good while. So I invited you over." When she looked back at him, her eyes had softened with the hint of a tear. "I know you must think I'm terrible, but I had no idea it would turn out the way it did."
Roddy shook his head. He wasn't hearing what Elena was attempting to say, only that she had enticed him into her confidence for� he suddenly remembered something Murray Bender had told him. "What was the name of the organization your father and Santin were involved in?"
"Father told me about it shortly before he died. It's called the Council of Lyon. He said they were concerned with maintaining relations�"
"Damn it, Elena, what have you done to me?" Roddy groaned, feeling as though she had just slipped a dagger between his ribs. "What did Santin want to know about me?"
"He said an American affiliated with the Council had asked him to help someone who was here on a project. This man was involved in some kind of business arrangement taking place at Rafael Madero's cabin. The man called me. He wanted to find out if you showed any interest in the barranca and what was going on there."
"Did the man give you his name?"
"It was Gruber."
Gruber, a.k.a. Nikolai Romashchuk. Roddy caught the flash of concern on Yuri Shumakov's face. They were speaking in English for his benefit. What a stupid fool he'd been, Roddy thought. He had let his ego convince him that Elena's actions had been dictated by her heart, not her perfidious head. He leaned back on the sofa, putting a hand over his face, rubbing his forehead. It felt like one of his old post-traumatic syndrome headaches was about to break loose.
"I'm sorry," she said contritely. "I hate myself for what I did. I'll tell them�"
"You've told them too damned much already. Do you know what we saw at that barranca this morning? Your Mr. Gruber was teaching some guys how to fire mortar shells out of the back of a truck. Shells filled with nerve gas. When we flew over, they shot at us with automatic weapons. One shot blasted through the fuselage just barely missing our heads."
He told her quickly who Gruber really was and why Yuri had come to Mexico.
Elena gasped in horror, jumping to her feet. "You must get out of here! Now!"
"Why?"
"A little while before you got here, Gruber called to see if I had heard from you. When I told him you were coming over, he said he wanted to talk to you, but not to tell you about it. Just be sure you stayed until they arrived."
"Who is they?"
"I don't know. But they could be here at any time."
Shumakov gave Roddy a worried look. "Does Romashchuk know what kind of car you drive?"
"Obviously Adam Stern told him everything about me."
"Take my car," Elena said quickly. Her purse lay on a table nearby and she pulled out a key ring with a Mercedes emblem on it. "If you should pass them, they won't know it's you. When you find someplace to hide, call and let me know you're safe. I'll worry about getting the car back later."
Roddy hesitated. He was still furious at what Elena had done. He wasn't interested in any help from her now. But Yuri took the keys and handed them to him.
"I think it is a good idea, Roddy. We had better go."
Elena reached out her hand, but Roddy turned away. "I'm going to cancel my business meeting," she said. "I'm staying here until you call and say you're safe."
Out front, they quickly transferred their bags from the Toyota to Elena's shiny red Mercedes. Roddy started the car and swung onto the driveway that led out to the large black wrought iron gate that provided the only break in the high wall surrounding the compound. When he reached the gate, which stood open, he turned in the direction of Avenida Lopez Mateos, a main artery to the south. As he entered the street, a Jeep Cherokee approached slowly, headed toward them.
"It's Romashchuk," Yuri muttered in a hoarse whisper, as though the people in the other vehicle might hear him.
Roddy swung his head around and locked eyes with the Major. He jammed his foot on the accelerator, and the Mercedes surged forward. Looking in the rearview mirror, he saw the Jeep circle around in the street, barely missing Elena's wall.
"They've turned around!" Yuri shouted as the van-like vehicle picked up speed behind them.
"I doubt they can keep up with this car on the open road," Roddy said. The only trouble was that there were no "open roads" around here.
He had to slow down at the intersection with Lopez Mateos or risk colliding with the oncoming traffic. But he quickly darted into a small gap between cars, causing Yuri to flinch at the memory of the youth he had smashed into the day before. It was still early afternoon, but the traffic flow was enough to preclude any effort to take on the Jeep in an all-out run for the roses. The best Roddy could do was attempt to gain a little distance by weaving in and out among the cars and trucks ahead. He picked up some nasty looks from truck drivers who took him for a macho maniac as he barely squeezed by without scraping fenders.
"They're gaining on us," Yuri said.
Then Roddy suddenly realized they were only a couple of blocks away from a major intersection. Unless he was extremely lucky, they would be forced to stop for a traffic light. And if Major Romashchuk was the diabolical bastard Yuri described, he might just ignore the oncoming traffic, swing into the other lane and overtake them.
On an impulse, Roddy saw an opening and darted across into the next side street. He found they were in a residential area of neat, one-story ranch style homes with well-kept lawns and a profusion of flowers.
"They're still behind us," Yuri said.
Roddy could see the Jeep in his mirror, racing along no more than half a block behind. He tried to recall the tricks used in chase scenes in movies he had seen, but all he could think of was to keep making turns and attempt to outrun his pursuers. He spun the steering wheel to the left at the next corner and skidded around, the tires on the right side of the Mercedes digging into the soft dirt of someone's carefully tended lawn.
He cut left again at the next street, then right. And suddenly he found himself slamming on the brakes at sight of a cluster of kids in the middle of the street. He gave a blast of his horn and they began to scatter, but by the time he was able to accelerate again, the Jeep was bearing down on his rear end. Then, in the mirror, he saw the brown face and bushy mustache of the Mexican in the passenger seat leaning out the window, accompanied by a large hand that held a long-barreled revolver.
The bullet crashed through the back window and angled just past Roddy's head, exiting through the open driver's side window. He tried his best to shrink into something smaller, like a turtle withdrawing into its shell, but only managed to duck his head slightly, taking his eye off the road ahead just long enough to sideswipe a car parked along the street.
"Damn," he cursed. "If they don't kill us, I will."
As he fought the wheel to straighten up, he realized his wild gyrations had caused the Mexican to hold off shooting again. The guy probably figured they were about to wreck anyway, Roddy thought. Then he caught a glimpse of Yuri Shumakov turned around in the seat, standing on his knees, facing the broken rear window. He saw the gun in the investigator's hand just as three quick shots blasted away. One shattered the Jeep's windshield a little off-center, toward the driver's side. The second pierced the radiator, spewing an eruption of steam like a mini-geyser imbedded in the front of the vehicle. The third punctured the left front tire.
"Where the hell did you get that?" Roddy asked, swerving right at the next intersection.
Yuri smiled, turning back around in the seat, holding a .357 magnum Rossi, a Brazilian-made six-shot revolver. "I bought it from a couple of drunken Russian sailors in Veracruz. They were so happy to hear somebody speak their language, I could have bought the shoes off their feet if I had asked. I knew I would need a gun when I confronted Major Romashchuk."
Watching in the mirror, Roddy saw the Jeep had slowed, and as he swung into the next street, it disappeared from view. Looking at the splintered back window and considering what a mess the right side of the car must be, he began to feel a bit guilty about the way he had treated Elena. But thinking of the bullet that barely missed his head, he knew it was her fault he had nearly been killed.
"Where will we go?" Shumakov asked.
"We have to get to the airport. I called that Hill guy I told you about and he wants us to come to Mexico City."
"Will the airport be safe?"
"I don't know. We'll find a telephone and call my boss. Tell him to warm up a plane and stand by.
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It was half an hour later when an incensed Nikolai Romashchuk, accompanied by Julio Podesta, trudged up the long, curving driveway to the almost regal looking home of Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero. They had abandoned the disabled Jeep just ahead of the arrival of a squad of policemen, who had been summoned by several alarmed residents. They feared it might be another skirmish in the drug war that had accidentally killed Guadalajara's archbishop, Cardinal Juan Jesus Posadas Ocampo, just outside the airport two years earlier. After making their way back to a commercial area, the Major and the Mexican had hailed a taxi, which dropped them off in the vicinity of Elena's house.
"That's Rodman's car," Romashchuk observed coldly as they approached the front of the mansion.
He rang the bell. The door was opened shortly by an attractive, dark-haired woman in a green suit. The Major's tone was coolly polite. "Se�ora Castillo Quintero?"
"You must be Herr Gruber," she said, her dark eyes like obsidian chips.
"Yes. May we come in?"
She didn't budge. "Se�or Rodman and his friend left some forty-five minutes ago. I was not able to get them to stay any longer."
"I see he left his car," Romashchuk said, nodding toward the Toyota.
"He said it wouldn't start, so I loaned him mine."
"The red Mercedes?"
Her eyes narrowed. "Yes. How did you know?"
He finally smiled. "I suggest we go inside and discuss what we both know about Se�or Rodman."
Reluctantly, she led them into the sitting room and took the chair opposite the sofa. "What sort of business have you been working on at Se�or Madero's cabin?"
"I am not at liberty to say. What I am concerned about, though, is why Rodman and his friend fled the moment they saw us driving toward your house." He strongly suspected the reason was that she had warned them off.
"You saw them in my car?"
Nikolai Romashchuk's eyes narrowed. "We followed them, Se�ora. I wanted Rodman to stop so we could talk. Regrettably, he made some foolish moves and your nice, expensive car did not fare too well."
She stared at him in near panic. "They wrecked?"
"Not exactly," said Romashchuk, suspecting her concern was not for the Mercedes. "He bounced off a parked car. Unfortunately, we also had car problems, with the result that we lost them."
Elena's eyes flashed. "I was told you were involved in some harmless business deal. I did not agree to cooperate with any intention that Colonel Rodman might be threatened or harmed."
The Major dropped any pretense of politeness. "I don't give a damn about your intentions, Se�ora. All I'm concerned with is Rodman's whereabouts and what he knows about my business."
"You mean the business of stealing Soviet chemical weapons? Of firing mortars from the back of a truck?" Elena's voice dripped with sarcasm.
The Major smiled. That answered one of his questions. And it made the answer to the other one more critical than ever. Rodman had to be found and neutralized as quickly as possible. "Where was Rodman going?" he demanded.
Elena sprang up from her chair, eyes blazing. "Damn you! Get out of my house! I'll tell you nothing."
Romashchuk turned to the burly Mexican, who stood near her. "Julio, see that the Se�ora stays in her chair."
The burly Mexican reached over, grabbed her shoulders with his powerful hands and shoved her down into the chair.
Elena rubbed a shoulder and her voice shook with a combination of hurt, fear and anger. "The servants will be here any moment and you will pay for this."
Julio grinned. His uneven teeth made his mouth resemble a child's attempt at drawing a jack-o'-lantern. "If the servants were here, you would not have come to the door," he said.
"Where was Rodman going?" Romashchuk repeated, leaning forward threateningly.
"He didn't tell me where he was going. There are thirty to forty thousand Americans and Canadians living in Guadalajara or around Lake Chapala. He certainly has many friends among them. He could be anywhere."
"You are a very pretty lady, Se�ora. It would be a shame to disfigure that beautiful face. But you will tell me where Colonel Rodman went, and who the man was in the car with him. I promise you."
He knew it would not be easy. She had an obvious toughness about her. She had done an excellent job of working her way into Rodman's confidence. But just as clearly, their relationship had gone far beyond what he had envisioned when Eugenio Santin arranged for her to help. It was imperative that he find Rodman and his passenger and eliminate them before they managed to tell anyone else what they had seen at the barranca. Fortunately, they could know nothing about the men from El Sendero Luminoso, or the plans he had for their deployment.
As soon as he had finished here, and with the two interlopers, he would pack up his team and equipment and head for San Miguel de Allende, a city in Mexico's colonial heartland some 375 kilometers to the east.
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As expected, the audit had turned up nothing to cause him any concern, but the phone call from Colonel Warren Rodman was another matter entirely. Burke Hill found it difficult to concentrate on financial matters after that disturbing conversation. He would have found the strange story almost unbelievable except for two factors. If Rodman was a retired Air Force helicopter pilot, he had likely seen service in Vietnam. That meant he had probably been exposed to mortar fire. The observation would not have been merely the result of a wild imagination. The other point concerned the setting. It was definitely a terrorist concept, firing from the back of a dump truck. He was familiar with cases where homemade mortar tubes had been attached to the bed of a truck. And a terrorist training operation fit right in with Roberto Garcia's report about Shining Path guerillas in the area.
It wasn't long after receiving the Colonel's call that Garcia stopped by to give Burke an update. One of his staffers from the Amber Group (those with intelligence backgrounds who worked both as legitimate public relations practitioners and, when called on, as clandestine intelligence agents) was in Guadalajara and had been asked to look into the report. Posing as an American network TV news correspondent, he had picked up word of five strangers arriving together in Tequila. One was definitely identified as Peruvian. They were last seen in the company of a big Mexican and a gringo with a German name.
Still, Burke would have stuck with his original assessment that it was a matter of concern only to the Mexican authorities except for one distressing point, Rodman's insistence of a tie-in with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Burke was much closer to the Roundtable than he had admitted on the telephone. He knew Adam Stern was a staff member and he had recently met the organization's president, Laurence Coyne. He had been introduced by his boss, Nathaniel Highsmith, president of Worldwide Communications Consultants. Nate was a longtime Roundtable member and had just nominated Burke for membership. The organization would do an investigation of his background, "strictly routine," Nate had said, and the board would vote him in at its July meeting.
One of Worldwide's first employees, Burke had worked with Nate for nearly four years now. He simply could not conceive of Nate Highsmith being involved in any group that would sanction what Warren Rodman had described. A well-dressed, distinguished looking man with concerned blue eyes and bountiful gray hair, Highsmith was in his early sixties. Nate had headed a multinational conglomerate at thirty-five and possessed a half-billion-dollar net worth by age forty. A student of the intelligence field, he had served a brief stint as CIA Deputy Director for Operations, then took over an old friend's failing advertising agency, building it into one of Madison Avenue's biggest. It was at that point, with the Cold War gone the way of the Ice Age, that the President, his National Security Adviser and the CIA Director had proposed what became Worldwide Communications Consultants. It was different from the normal CIA front in that it had quickly become a legitimate, thriving financial success. Highsmith had total control over his operation and accepted only secret expense reimbursements from Langley for intelligence activities.
Burke was using the desk in a small office borrowed from an account executive when the phone rang late that afternoon. It was his executive assistant, Evelyn Tilson, calling from Washington.
"I marvel at how you manage to encounter such interesting people," she told him in her usual flippant style. Evelyn was a sharp-witted, sharp-tongued divorcee who was pushing fifty and hating it.
"I trust you have the pedigree on Colonel Warren Rodman," Burke replied. He had contacted her immediately after getting the disturbing phone call from Guadalajara.
"That I have, Your Grace. Remember the infamous mission to Iran back in ninety-one, when the mullahs' men manhandled a special operations helicopter? Colonel Rodman � he's known as 'Roddy'�was the pilot. He was pretty well bashed up in the crash, then got himself court-martialed for a slip-up that caused him to miss a recall message. Took a disability retirement and tried to drown his troubles in booze. Lost his wife, then moved to Mexico."
"Not too good, huh? Doesn't sound like somebody you'd want to put your full faith and trust in, does he?"
"Not at first blush. But I talked to a friend at the Pentagon. She's secretary to one of the big moguls in the Air Force. She said he had a reputation as a top-flight commander and was the best helicopter pilot around. That's why he was chosen for the mission. He's an Air Force Academy graduate and a combat veteran of Vietnam, Panama and the Persian Gulf War. Nobody knows how many hush-hush missions he's flown. My friend remembers people saying he would probably have been found not guilty at the court-martial except for his big mouth. Seems he blasted the powers that be and claimed he was railroaded. General types don't take kindly to that sort of conduct."
That put a little different spin on things, Burke thought. "Anything been heard of him since he came to Mexico?"
"Not much. He apparently hasn't been back to the States. I heard his copilot from the Iranian mission went with him and helped him bury the booze. Apparently he has a part-time job flying helicopters around Guadalajara."
"Thanks for your usual masterful job," Burke said lightly. Evelyn was also a master at repartee, and he had long since learned the futility of trying to top her.
"Anytime, sire. By the way, how are the twins? Have you talked to Lori?"
"The day I got here," he said coolly. His frown would have frozen hot coffee. Evelyn knew him like the back of her hand. If she wasn't so damned valuable that he couldn't do without her, he would fire her. "You really know how to hurt a guy. For your information, I'm calling her the minute I get back to the hotel."
She chuckled. "Sorry for the needle. Just trying to keep you out of trouble."
As she had done on more occasions than he cared to recall. "You're forgiven, I think. I'll be in touch."
Roddy Rodman did not sound like a man who would be prone to repeating dubious tales or exaggerating his observations. Burke glanced at his watch. It would soon be five. Rodman had called before leaving Guadalajara. They should be on the ground by now. Burke didn't have his own transportation as Garcia strongly recommended against fighting Mexico City's nightmarish traffic. Burke had suggested the two visitors take a taxi to his hotel, where he would meet them in the lounge.
* * *
Burke was sipping a glass of chablis when two men were escorted to his table.
"Mr. Hill?" said the one with light brown hair, offering his hand. He appeared the older of the two. "I'm Roddy Rodman. This is Yuri Shumakov. I'm afraid things have gotten a bit worse since I talked to you the first time."
"Sit down," Burke said, motioning to the chairs at his small round table. "Worse how?"
"This bastard Nikolai Romashchuk. He's the ex-KGB man I mentioned. He and a Mexican cohort tried to kill us."
Burke frowned. What the hell was going on here, he wondered? "Tell me about it. And about this business of the dead writer and Adam Stern."
They huddled in the lounge, Burke with his wine and Rodman and Shumakov drinking beer, as the Colonel described his experiences starting with Bryan Janney and the man known as "Baker Thomas." Shumakov followed with the account of his brother's death and the events leading up to his tracking Romashchuk to Guadalajara. He still held off on any mention of the special project he had taken on at the behest of General Borovsky. It would only muddy the water, he thought, since it didn't fit in with everything else that had been taking place.
By the time they had finished, Burke felt he had stumbled into a real quagmire. It sure as hell appeared that Major Romashchuk was training Shining Path guerillas to use the chemical weapons, with at least the tacit knowledge of Adam Stern and the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. But he could do nothing official on this without alerting Nate Highsmith and Kingsley Marshall, the Director of Central Intelligence. Both were influential members of the FAR, and he did not care to confront them until he knew a lot more than he did now. He needed Roberto Garcia's help to confirm what was going on at that canyon near Tequila, but he had no authority over intelligence operations in the Mexico City office.
He still harbored a few misgivings about Colonel Roddy Rodman, and this Shumakov fellow admitted he was a fugitive on a murder charge, traveling on a false American passport. The whole strange story about stolen shells loaded with a nerve agent and canisters of neurotoxins and renegade former KGB officers had come from the supposed Minsk chief investigator. Burke knew he would feel a lot better if he had some way of confirming Shumakov's background. His years with the FBI and his experiences at Worldwide Communications had left him a confirmed skeptic.
There was a momentary lull in the conversation as each man seemed deep in his own thoughts. Then Roddy looked across at Burke.
"Murray Bender, the former CIA man, told me you used to be an FBI agent. How long ago was that?"
Burke rumpled his brow. "God, back in the dark ages. I worked under old J. Edgar Hoover."
Yuri Shumakov suddenly perked up. "I spent some time in the J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington. When your country offered to provide technical help for Belarus, I came over and visited the FBI. Then I toured several big city police departments. I still receive correspondence from a very helpful agent at the FBI National Academy."
"Yeah?" Burke said. "Who's that?"
"His name is Frederick Birnbaum. He sends me magazine articles and reports on developments in criminal investigation."
Burke nodded. "I've known Fred for years."
Birnbaum had been a brand new agent back in the middle sixties when he and Burke had worked together in the New York Field Office. He had vouched for Burke with a South Korean homicide officer during the Poksu affair a couple of years ago. He might be able to provide the information needed to put to rest any fears about Yuri Shumakov, Burke realized. And as Roddy Rodman continued to talk, the pilot dissolved those lingering doubts about himself while further muddying Burke's view of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable.
"I'd better be completely up front with you, Burke," Rodman said, his jaw set resolutely. "You may not be aware, but I was the pilot of the Operation Easy Street chopper that was ambushed in Iran about the time Yuri's brother was killed. They court-martialed me and shot my career to hell."
"I know," Burke said, nodding. "I had my assistant check on your background this afternoon. She heard you might have been acquitted, if you hadn't charged you were railroaded and blasted the brass."
"True. But I know for sure now why I was railroaded. General Wing Patton, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and a good Roundtable member, was really the guilty party. It appears to have been another situation involving Adam Stern."
He told Burke what he had learned from CMSgt Clint Black.
Burke came to a sudden decision. He would have to take his chances and push Roberto Garcia to cooperate without informing Washington. And he needed to get these two to safety across the border as quickly as possible.
He hadn't realized how long they had been talking until he glanced at his watch. "You guys interested in something to eat? I need to call my wife in Virginia after dinner."
"Damn," Rodman murmured, "that reminds me. I never did call Elena and tell her we were okay. I'd better do it now. I hate to have to tell her about the car."
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Roddy stopped at a telephone alcove as the other two strolled across the bustling lobby toward the restaurant. The hotel appeared crowded with tourists and business travelers. Would they have a rooms available, he wondered? Hill had not said what he intended to do, but obviously he had given serious thought to the situation.
As he picked up the phone, Roddy recalled the unfortunate circumstances under which he had left Elena. He was still distressed at what she had done, but his anger had now turned to disappointment. As he recalled her explanation, he began to see what he had refused to accept earlier. The relationship that had started out as a lark for her had unexpectedly turned into something a girl might wax poetic about in her diary. He cursed himself for the way he had reacted. He had been too damned hard on her, too unfeeling?
He gave the operator Elena's name and number as he needed to call collect. As he listened, the phone rang several times. It sounded like a distant, forlorn sort of ring, but he knew that was just his mind playing tricks. The fact that it went unanswered, though, was unusual. Manuel had always picked up the phone within the first three rings. Had he still not returned? Where was Elena?
"Bueno?" snapped an unfamiliar male voice on about the eighth ring. There was a hard quality to it, a note of impatience.
"Long distance calling collect for Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero," the operator droned like a recording.
"Who is calling?" the man demanded.
Roddy began to get a feeling that something was terribly wrong. "Is the Se�ora in?" the operator inquired. "I need to know if she will accept the charges?"
"Damn the charges," the man barked. "This is Sergeant�"
"Please cancel the call, operator," Roddy broke in and hung up the phone. What the hell was going on? "Sergeant" could only mean the police. He began to worry. Had they tracked down Elena's car from that ungodly chase through the residential neighborhood? He had sideswiped one car for certain. He didn't think he had hit any others, but several shots had been fired.
Then it occurred to him that if the police had found Elena's car, Pablo Alba should know about it. He had left the battered red Mercedes parked in the Aeronautica Jalisco parking lot. He called the number for the Operations counter, which was manned at night. He got an old multi-engine pilot named Salvador.
"This is Roddy. Is Pablo there?"
"No, he's at home. Where the hell are you?"
"Mexico City. Have the police been there looking for a red Mercedes?"
"They just left. They wanted to know where you were, but I didn't have any idea. I suggested they call Pablo."
Elena must have told them he had her car, Roddy thought. He decided to call Pablo and enlist his help in advising the police that he would be home in the morning and straighten everything out. He was beginning to have some doubts that Burke Hill could do anything to help. Burke had probably been right with his first comment that he needed to contact the Mexican authorities. He had no idea what all this could have to do with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable, but it was taking place in Mexico so was obviously a Mexican affair. He would try to keep Elena's name out of it. He didn't want to cause her any more problems.
"Roddy?" Alba asked tentatively. "Are you still in Mexico City?"
"Yeah. Since I didn't explain what my problem was this afternoon, I thought I'd better call and fill you in. I understand the cops were at the airport a little while ago looking for Elena Castillo Quintero's red Mercedes. I left it parked in the lot. It's a long story, but to make it short, a couple of guys were chasing Ivan Netto and me. They shot at us, knocked a hole in the back window. Anyway, I banged into a car parked on the street. You can tell the police I'll be back in the morning and straighten everything out. It involves�"
"Roddy," Alba broke in urgently, "the police aren't concerned about damage to a car."
"What do you mean?"
"They think you killed Se�ora Castillo Quintero."
"Killed?" It took a moment for the words to sink in. Then Roddy felt like a knot had suddenly been tied inside his chest. He gasped, "Elena's dead?"
"I just hung up from talking to a police sergeant. I told him you had flown to Mexico City, but I didn't know where you were staying. I thought you would be back in the morning."
"Elena's dead?" Roddy repeated, as if that was the only thing he had heard. He felt as though he were shrouded in fog, a filmy sheet of gossamer obscuring everything around him. It seemed unreal. Just as unreal as what Alba had said to him. Elena couldn't be dead. She had been very much alive when he and Yuri had climbed into the Mercedes.
"I knew you couldn't have done it, Roddy. The sergeant said it was brutal. She had really been messed up, almost like she'd been tortured."
Tortured? He clamped his eyes shut tightly at the painful realization of what had happened. It was Romashchuk. It had to be. He had taken out his anger on Elena, attempting to make her tell where he and Yuri had gone. But she didn't know! Oh, God, he thought, what have I done?
"Are you all right, Roddy?" Alba asked when he received no response.
"I guess. I just can't believe she's dead. I left her around one. She was� " His voice trailed off.
"The police found your car at her house. When they learned that you flew for us, they checked our hangar and found her car all banged up. Was that Netto fellow with you all afternoon?"
"Yeah. He's been with me all day."
"Good. You'd better bring him along to vouch that you didn't do it." It was a helpful suggestion, but no consolation for the loss of Elena. He stood there by the telephone for a few minutes, unable, or unwilling, to move. The aching feeling inside him had diminished, but it left only a void. Elena dead. It did not seem possible. He could still feel the softness of her skin. He could still smell the fragrance of the flower in her hair. And then as he thought of Major Nikolai Romashchuk, the void inside him was replaced by a growing fury. As soon as he got back to Guadalajara, he would fly the chopper up to that barranca and find the bastard.
"Are you using the phone?"
The impatient voice interrupted his thoughts, and he glanced around to find a dowdy looking woman wearing a "New Horizons Travel" badge. Her name, stuck on with embossed red tape, was "Ellen Castle."
Roddy shook his head, almost in tears. It was the English translation of Elena Castillo. "No," he said, turning away. "I'm sorry."
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Since the two men were coming to Mexico City at his invitation, Burke had made a reservation for them in the company's name. He was to supply the guests' identification on their arrival. But after hearing their disturbing stories, he had signed his own name to get the key. The room was on the same floor as his, and he walked with them to the door.
"Sorry I couldn't get separate rooms," he said, "This was the only thing available."
Roddy shrugged. "We've been stuck together like bookends all day. Might as well finish the night the same way."
"We may not be here all night. I'll call as soon as I know something."
Burke headed on to his own room, where he promptly sat down at the phone. He felt an even greater urgency since learning about Elena's murder and the police view that Rodman was the prime suspect. He had finally convinced Roddy that going back to Guadalajara would be the worst mistake he could make. In order to explain everything, he would have to reveal Yuri's true identity. And when the police discovered Shumakov on the Interpol wanted list, he would cease to be a credible witness.
If Shumakov was really what he claimed.
Burke placed a call to Fred Birnbaum in Woodbridge, Virginia. He didn't have to ask information for the number. He never went anywhere without a small scheduler that fit neatly into his shirt pocket. Part of it changed monthly for daily plans and notes. The other part was a small, alphabetized telephone directory filled with his own cryptic shorthand and contained names and numbers from the past few years. He soon had Fred on the line.
"Hi, Burke," the FBI agent said. "Last I heard of you was when that Seoul detective called. I ran into your son recently. He said you were doing fine. Getting fat."
Burke's son by his first wife was now with the FBI. "I'm going to have to get after that boy. Cliff tends to exaggerate, you know. Say, I apologize for bothering you so late, Fred, but I needed to check on something."
"Sure. What's up?"
"We need a little help with a problem over in the old Soviet Union. I heard that you knew an investigator in Minsk. Can you tell me anything about him?"
The FBI man chuckled. "You must still have some great sources, Burke. Yeah, his name is Yuri Shumakov. He's a young chief investigator with the Minsk prosecutor's office. I met him when he was over here a couple of years ago. Sharp guy. Impressed me as real conscientious. I've been sending him some reading material. Haven't heard from him lately."
"Sounds like he might just be our man," said Burke.
He called Lori next. "Did they get the lawn cleaned up and everything put back where it belongs?" he asked.
"I think I picked a good firm," she said. "Except for the grass looking a bit trampled, you'd never guess this place had resembled a state fair midway a few nights ago. How's Mexico City?"
"Crowded and smelly as usual. Are Cam and Liz okay?"
"As stimulating as ever. You'll be interested, though not necessarily thrilled, to know our daughter has learned a new word."
"What's that?"
"Abortion."
"Oh, no. She's not pregnant?"
"Dummy! There's a family planning clinic across from the day care center. The right-to-lifers were out in force today. She heard all the chanting and, of course, asked what the signs said."
Burke's voice turned serious. "Lori, I've run into something I can't explain on the phone, but I need your help."
"What do you need?"
"I want you to pretend the twins have suddenly come down with what appears to be some serious illness. Got any ideas?"
"Serious illness� summertime. Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever?"
"Good idea. Let's say you found some ticks and had some tests run. You shouldn't need to, but if necessary, get the godmother to back you up."
The "godmother" was Dr. Chloe Brackin, Lori's best friend, an OB/GYN specialist who had delivered the twins. A tall, sultry-looking black beauty who was in practice with her father in Alexandria, Chloe lived in another section of Falls Church with her husband Walt, a neurologist.
"Can you tell me why?" Lori sounded both puzzled and concerned.
"I'm going to ask Nate to send the jet for me. I should be home by morning. I'll explain when I get there. But if Nate calls about the kids, have your story ready."
Worldwide had recently acquired a corporate jet, a completely overhauled Lear that looked like new and had a range of around 2,500 miles. Nate Highsmith had wanted one for some time. Burke found this one at a bankruptcy sale and bought it for an unbelievable price. The plane was currently in New Orleans, where it had taken the senior vice president of the Technology Group and two of his top people for a high-powered presentation to a prospective client. They were scheduled to return in the morning, after an evening of wining and dining the prospect. Burke knew it would be no problem for the crew to fly down and pick him up, along with his two companions. A pair he had encountered who could be quite useful in future business arrangements, or so he would say. They could stop off in New Orleans for the Technology Group team on the way back to Washington.
Burke found Nate enjoying an evening at home with one of his grandchildren. He had always shown great concern for the Hill twins and readily agreed to send the jet to speed Burke back to their bedside.
"Let me know how they are," Highsmith admonished him. "I appreciate your calling me on this, Burke, but you could have made the decision on your own."
He knew that, of course, but didn't want to leave even the appearance of a conflict of interest. It was a small thing, but his FBI career had been so tainted that he had become noted in recent years as a man of impeccable ethics. The fact that he had lied about the twins did not strike him as at odds with that stance. Considering the possibile ramifications of what he had learned, the old rules no longer applied.
After tracking down the Learjet pilot and arranging a two a.m. pickup at the Mexico City airport, he called Roberto Garcia at home. By then it was after nine.
"I hate to do this to you, Roberto," he began, "but I've got an emergency at home. The twins are ill and the Learjet is picking me up at two in the morning. I need to talk to you before I leave. I can take a taxi out to your place."
"Sorry to hear about your kids, Burke. Forget the taxi. That's too much trouble. I'll come in and meet you at the office."
He alerted Rodman and Shumakov to the upcoming flight.
"You planning on Yuri using his Ivan Netto passport?" Roddy asked.
"Right. Traveling in a private jet, he should have no trouble with customs. I just hope we don't have any problem getting you out of Mexico."
It was around ten when he met Garcia at the Worldwide office. After discussing a few things about the audit and relieving the manager's mind on that score, Burke brought up the real subject that was occupying his mind.
"I need a major league favor of you, Roberto. I've turned up something so sensitive I can't give you the background. And I don't want it mentioned or even hinted at to Washington until I can check it out."
"Hey," Garcia protested, "you want to get me fired?"
"If any heat comes out of this, I'll take full responsibility. I know the procedures and the rules, but in this case, they simply don't apply."
"What do you want me to do?"
"It involves that report of the Shining Path people up around Tequila. I have information that they may be undergoing training at a canyon, a barranca, I believe, north of Tequila. There's a Mexican involved, and a Ukrainian posing as a German named Gruber. I have a hunch they'll be leaving there pretty soon. I want to know where they go, anything else you can tell me about them."
Garcia looked like a man contemplating a firing squad. "And you want me to hold that in confidence, not report it to the Chief or anybody in Washington?"
Burke nodded. The "Chief" was Nate Highsmith. "Or anywhere else, until I give you the word."
"And when is that likely to be?"
"Give me a week, Roberto. I promise I'll get back to you by then."
"I'm probably crazy for doing it," Garcia said, shaking his head, "but with what I know about you, okay. I'll get in touch with my man right now and get him onto it. He's a native tapat�o but grew up in the States. I'll call you on the scrambler when I have something."
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The customs officer was half-dozing when the phone rang on his desk at Aeropuerta Internacional Benito Ju�rez around 1:30 a.m. A small, stocky man named Sergio Mu�os, he was called Corto, roughly "Shorty," by many of his colleagues. He hated the night shift as much as he detested the demeaning nickname. There was not much work to do in the section that dealt with private passenger and cargo aircraft during this shift, but the odd hours screwed up his internal clock. He had enough seniority to avoid it normally, but getting an extra day added onto his upcoming three-day holiday required his presence tonight. He would sleep till noon, then load his wife and three boys into the car and head for the beach at Veracruz. The prices there were affordable, in contrast to the resorts for foreigners like Acapulco or Cancun. Mu�os wasn't all that thrilled by the beach, except for the scenery.
"This is Reynosa in the tower," said the voice on the phone. "Who's this?"
"Officer Sergio Mu�os."
"Oh, Corto. Wake up, man, we've got business for you."
Mu�os frowned. "What do you have?"
"A Learjet inbound from New Orleans. ETA 1:45. Corporate plane coming in to pick up three passengers, all U.S. citizens."
That would be simple, Mu�os thought. Just retrieve their tourist cards and make a cursory check of their luggage. He didn't particularly care for norteamericanos. Most of them were much larger than he, and they were usually patronizing or arrogant. If they gave him a hard time, he would reciprocate. He represented the government of Mexico, and no damned gringo from north of the border would push him around.
He propped the silver-framed glasses on his short nose, strapped on his walkie talkie and service revolver and started for the door. He stopped suddenly as one hand patted his shirt pocket and found his small notebook missing. He walked back to the desk, retrieved it and flipped it open to where he had jotted the note when his supervisor had called earlier in the evening. "Colonel Warren Rodman, U.S. citizen," he read. "Suspected of murder in Guadalajara." Mu�os headed for the hangar where the jet would park.
The customs officer found the three passengers waiting for him. Two were about the same height and stocky. The other was a bit taller and thinner. Younger, also. The stocky pair wore floppy cloth hats covered with souvenir-type pins, the sort of thing sold in hotel gift shops. One of them had glasses with a yellowish tint. The thin man wore horn-rimmed spectacles. All carried briefcases. Probably been here on some kind of convention, he thought. The older of the trio walked over to meet Mu�os.
"Hi, I'm Burke Hill," the man said, smiling. "Are you the customs agent?"
"Officer Sergio Mu�os," the Mexican said in English without returning the smile. "Your tourist card, please."
He took the card and read the name "Burke Hill." Then, very deliberately, he removed the notebook from his pocket and opened it to the page about the murder suspect. He knew it wasn't the name he was looking for, but he wanted them to know he wasn't just some Chamber of Commerce-type functionary who would bow and scrape and say "I hope you enjoyed your visit, please come again."
All he said was, "Gracias," then turned to the next man, the younger one.
He took the card and read the name "Ivan Netto." He noticed the date on the card was different from Hill's. "You didn't travel here together, did you?"
"No," said Netto, "I arrived about five days ago."
Mu�os noted the accent and asked, "Do you have some other identification?"
The man reached into his briefcase and pulled out a passport. Mu�os flipped it open and saw that he was born in Russia. As he expected. He handed back the passport and turned to the last passenger.
Mu�os observed a slight shake in the hand that held out the tourist card. He glanced up at the face, noting the tired eyes. Was it fatigue or nervousness, Mu�os wondered? He looked back at the card. "Alvin Easton," it read. He checked the date.
"You arrived with Se�or Hill?" Mu�os asked.
"Yes, sir," Easton said with a slight grin. "At a more decent hour than this, however."
Mu�os hesitated. Should he ask this one for additional identification also? He was about to make the request when it suddenly dawned on him that Alvin Easton had replied "Yes, sir." He didn't get that much respect from most of them. He slipped the notebook back into his pocket.
"Open your bags, please," he said. He leaned over and dug a stubby hand into each bag, finding no obvious signs of contraband. Then he straightened up and nodded. "That will be all. You may go."
* * *
After the customs officer had walked away, Roddy Rodman shook his head and breathed a deep sigh. "I've been around here a number of times in the past year. Thank God I was never involved with customs. And thank God for Mr. Alvin Easton, whose name is on nobody's list. I don't know what I'd have done if he had asked for some other identification like he did with Yuri."
Roberto Garcia had supplied Burke with a blank tourist card, which he filled out for Roddy with the Easton name. Obviously, whoever was responsible had not bothered to provide the customs man with a photograph or physical description of Colonel Warren Rodman. Had he attempted to fly out through the commercial terminal, Roddy figured, it could have been a different story.
Shortly after two A.M., the sleek silver Learjet with the Worldwide Communications Consultants logo on the side cleared the runway and departed Mexico City. For the first time in several hours, Burke appeared to breathe easier and relax in the comfort of his plushly upholstered seat. He turned to his two companions.
"Sorry about the short night, guys."
Roddy shrugged. "If I'm going to lose a night's sleep, I'd rather do it here than in a Mexican jail."
"We are flying to Washington?" Yuri inquired, frowning.
"Right."
"What then?"
"I'm not sure yet," Burke said. "I've asked some friends to look into that situation near Tequila. It depends on what they find."
It had been a hectic, tiring day for Roddy. He sat there for a few minutes, almost as if in a daze, then looked up at Burke. "One of my daughters and my ex-wife recently moved to Alexandria. My daughter wanted me to come up for Independence Day. Looks like she'll get her wish."
Burke smiled his approval. "When we get there, I'll drive you down to Alexandria, help you find a motel."
They landed at New Orleans around 3:30 and encountered no problems from a bored U.S. customs agent. The Technology Group people hardly had an opportunity to get curious about their fellow passengers as they struggled aboard bleary-eyed and promptly fell asleep, waking only on landing at Dulles.
* * *
The morning was already warm and edging toward hot when they climbed out of the Lear in front of a private hangar around seven a.m. Burke called Lori to advise her that he had to drop off a couple of passengers in Alexandria, then would be home. Surprisingly, she said she would be waiting.
"You're not going to the office this morning?" he asked.
"Are you kidding? With the twins showing possible symptoms of Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever?"
"What?" He almost shouted before realizing she was just going along with the cover story he had requested. "Sorry, I'm a little groggy. Afraid I didn't get much sleep. Thanks for taking care of things. I'll fill you in when I get there."
* * *
Nikolai Romashchuk, using the name Klaus Gruber, and Julio Podesta were up early that morning, completing the weapons training session that had been interrupted the day before by an unwelcome helicopter fly-over. By mid-morning, they were busily striking camp in the barranca. Rafael Madero, Julio's employer, wanted no clues left that might identify those who had used the cabin, and nothing to indicate what they had been doing. He only knew that it was of questionable legality.
"Pepe!" Julio shouted to the Shining Path leader, who had his men gathering up their gear in preparation for departure. "Take your people back into the trees and bury those shell casings. And make damned sure you cover up your tracks on the way out."
In Julio's limited experience at bossing work crews, he had developed the belief that obedience was best assured through instilling a fear of reprisal. But he had never been involved with men who had the lethal outlook of these Peruvians. Gruber finally called him aside and gave him a little comradely advice.
"If I were you, Julio, I'd lighten up a bit," he said. "Unless you want to wake up in the morning with your throat slit."
Julio Podesta shrugged his big shoulders. If the gringo wanted to coddle these young punks from Peru, so be it. His instructions were to assist this man who called himself Gruber in whatever was necessary to carry out the operation. Though the long, tedious drive from Veracruz in the dump truck had been a real bore, he had found nothing dull about what had occurred since then. Unlike their brothers to the north, Mexicans did not yearn for quiet and serenity. Whether it was the frequent tolling of church bells, the explosion of fiesta fireworks, shouts from the bull ring or the loud music of the mariachis, the higher the decibel count the greater it stirred their souls. The high point for Julio had been the mortar firing.
Podesta had grown up dirt poor in a small, impoverished Jalisco village. He bathed in the same stream where his mother scrubbed his ragged clothes on the rocks. She pounded the corn into meal and baked tortillas over an open fire. Rafael Madero had rescued him from this life of deprivation. After a stint as a ranch hand, where he showed an innate talent for wheeling and dealing, he had been groomed for service as what American politicians would call an "advance man." Julio made arrangements. He procured meeting halls, limousines, audiences, women, feasts. When it came election time, he was a master at buying votes.
This was a talent that obviously served Gruber well. Julio arranged use of the cabin, procured the dump truck, the sand, and the Jeep. After leaving the Se�ora's house yesterday, he had obtained a Chevrolet van. Now he had set up one of the more crucial phases of the operation. When the caravan of Ford truck and Chevy van departed the barranca, they headed east through Guadalajara, then continued on into the Mexican heartland, known as the Baj�o. A vast, fertile basin ringed by mountains whose silver deposits had attracted the Spaniards, the region produced a wealth of fruits and vegetables for shipment to the tables of hungry norteamericanos.
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Alexandria, Virginia
As soon as he was settled in his motel room, Roddy Rodman called the number Lila had given him. He hoped his daughter would answer. After the brief but torrid affair with Elena Castillo Quintero, he had mixed emotions about facing the woman he had lived with for half a lifetime but had not seen for several years now.
"Hello." It was not delivered in Lila's brash, outspoken tone but in the unmistakably mellow voice of Karen Rodman.
Roddy took a deep breath. "Guess who's here six days early for the Fourth of July?"
There was a brief pause. "Roddy? Where are you?"
"At a motel just off I-395. Near Little River Turnpike."
"Then you're not too far from here."
"I hoped I wouldn't be. Did Lila tell you I might come?"
She sounded a bit nonplussed. "I never know when to believe that girl, particularly when it concerns her Daddy. She assured me you would be at her graduation."
The words stung like the aftermath of a wasp's visit. "I hate I missed that," he said. "I've got no excuses. If you know the way to Oz, please draw me a map. I've been as bad as the Cowardly Lion."
"Are you telling me you've been afraid to come back?"
"That's as kind a way to put it as any, I guess."
There was a plaintive note in her voice. "Why?"
"Afraid of being rejected. Of course, it would serve me right. I wouldn't have anybody to blame but myself."
"It's hard to believe what that crash did to you," she said.
"Oh, I'm over all that."
"No, Roddy. Not all of it. Not if you're still afraid to come back to those who loved you the most. Incidentally, I had a visitor a few days ago asking about you."
"Oh? Who?"
"Dutch Schuler. He had been through Gainesville and found that Lila and I had moved up here."
"I knew he was back in the Air Force. What's he doing?"
"He's here on temporary duty at the Pentagon. Doing some sort of tests or demonstrations. Something to do with using the Pave Low in conjunction with law enforcement. Like riot suppression, I think. I told him Lila had said you might be here for the Fourth, but frankly I doubted it."
"Can't blame you. Did Dutch say anything about me?"
"He told me you seemed to have completely recovered from your alcohol problem, and your leg was about as good as ever. But he said inside you were still hurting badly. He didn't think you had ever gotten over what they did to you at that court-martial."
"I'm about over it now, Karen. Really. I've just learned the full story. Say, could I take you and Lila somewhere for breakfast?"
"We've already eaten," she said in that soft, melodious voice he remembered so well. "But if you want to come over here, I'll put the coffee pot on."
* * *
The traffic was mostly headed in the other direction as Burke came through Falls Church. He didn't normally drive home during morning rush hours, and he found the effect a bit strange. His was a quiet street flanked by large, fashionable homes. He turned into the long, paved driveway and parked beside the garage in back. He found the alarm system disarmed and the door to the kitchen unlocked.
"Daddy!" a small bundle of energy named Cameron shouted as soon as he stepped inside.
"Hi, there, Cam," Burke said, scooping him up. "Where's Mommy?"
"In the famby room with Punk."
Burke shook his head. "You'd better quit calling your sister that, boy. You'll wind up in deep trouble."
He found Lori and their bright-eyed daughter, a greatly reduced carbon copy of her mother, sitting on the sofa reading a Dr. Seuss book. He deposited his son on the floor and bent down to kiss Elizabeth and his wife.
"The patients appear in pretty good shape," he said with a grin.
"If they get any livelier, I won't be able to stand it." Lori looked up with a worried frown. "What's this all about?"
"Remember my telling you about being tapped for membership in the Foreign Affairs Roundtable?"
"Right. Sounded like a feather in your cap."
"Well, I'm not sure it's a feather I want after what I heard down in Mexico."
"What on earth did�"
"I accidentally ran onto something that looks mighty shady, and the Roundtable appears to be in the thick of it."
"How shady?"
Burke turned toward the kitchen. "I'm starving. Come on. I'll tell you while I get something to eat."
* * *
The taxi deposited Roddy Rodman at a modest brick home in a subdivision of near look-alikes, all on small lots, some with a few trees, others bare of anything but a determined stand of bright green grass. Each house was butted up close to its neighbor as if they were dominoes laid out on a table. He walked up to the front door and rang the bell, feeling as uneasy as a cold-calling insurance agent on his first day out. After a moment, the door was opened by a softly-smiling Karen Rodman. Just behind her came his spirited daughter, Lila.
"The prodigal father has returned," he said with a hesitant grin.
"Daddy!" Lila shouted, darting past her mother and throwing her arms around him.
Roddy hugged her and kissed her on the cheek, tasting the salty tears that had begun to flow. "Hey," he said, "I didn't expect this kind of welcome."
Karen led him back to the kitchen, where he found familiar-looking black cups on the table. He picked up one and stared at it. "Haven't I seen these someplace before?"
Lila was grinning now and wiping the tears away. "They just came yesterday. Thanks, Dad. You could have brought them with you."
Raising an eyebrow, he said slowly, "I don't think so."
Karen, who was dressed in white shorts and a flowery shirt that clearly showed the years had been kind to her, came over with the coffee pot and started pouring. "Sit down, Roddy. If you haven't had your morning coffee, I'm surprised you're in such an upbeat mood. You're really looking good, though."
As he sat down, Roddy glanced up at her and said as frankly as he knew how, "You've never looked better, Karen."
Her face aglow with a beaming smile, Lila looked from one parent to the other. "I'll leave you two to get reacquainted. I need to go finish getting ready."
"Where are you headed?" Roddy asked. "School hasn't started yet, has it?"
"Of course not. I have an appointment for a physical exam this morning."
He shrugged. "I thought it was the little kids just starting to school who needed physicals, not the teachers."
"I'm a little teacher just starting to school," she said brightly as she headed for her room.
As he sat in the comfortably-furnished kitchen sipping coffee, now alone with Karen, Roddy suddenly felt ill at ease, almost like being on a first date. His former wife sat across from him, looking as lovely as ever. She hadn't changed one bit since the last time he saw her.
"How's the dress shop coming?" he asked, breaking the silence.
"We're supposed to open in another week. The building is ready. We still have to move most of our stock in and set up the displays."
"You always knew what looked good on people. It'll be a success."
She gave him a rueful grin. "Nothing's guaranteed. But I don't need to tell you that. What did you mean on the phone by the full story about the court-martial?"
Roddy lowered his voice. "I'll tell you after Lila leaves. I don't want to get her upset."
She eyed him curiously. "It won't upset me?"
"You know what I mean. She's a lot more emotional. You were always the strongest one around here. If you hadn't been, you couldn't have put up with me as long as you did."
"Well, tell me about Mexico. When you first went down there, Lila came home from the library with an armload of guidebooks. She read me all about Guadalajara. Sounded like an interesting place."
Roddy told her about the breathtaking view where the road south from Guadalajara topped the hill to reveal a parnoramic view of Lake Chapala, about the American community around the lake and about some of his ex-Air Force cronies.
"Don't go anywhere," Lila admonished him as she came through the kitchen on her way to the car. "I'll be back as soon as I can."
When she was gone, Roddy put down his second cup of coffee and looked soberly at Karen. His voice had a bitter ring. "General Wing Patton is the bastard who was responsible for what happened to my aircrew. For reasons I don't yet know, he never told Major Bolivar about the change in that alternate frequency."
Karen stared at him incredulously. "Patton never� why did the Major testify the way he did?"
Roddy told her what he had learned from Chief Master Sergeant Clinton Black.
"Okay," Karen said, "granted Bolivar was dead and the sergeant couldn't prove anything. He still could have reported to someone what the Bolivar had told him. He could have testified to it under oath."
"Sure, he could have. But if the testimony of a chief master sergeant and a four-star general are in direct conflict, who do you think they're going to believe? The other thing was that Clint Black knew what Adam Stern had threatened Colonel Bolivar with. He didn't want to risk his good name and his family on something where he was bound to lose."
She stared at him with anger in her eyes. "But it shouldn't work that way."
"Agreed. And I should never have been court-martialed in the first place."
"What do you plan to do?" she asked. "Could this Stern cause you trouble?"
During the ride over in the taxi, Roddy had debated whether to tell her the whole story about what had taken place in Guadalajara. He knew he couldn't admit what had happened between Elena and himself. But now that Karen had confronted him with the question of Adam Stern, he decided to tell all. Or at least a slightly sanitized version.
"You're damned right, Karen," he admitted in a slow, deliberate voice. "Adam Stern scares the hell out of me."
By the time he had related the details about Janney and Stern, Karen was wide-eyed. "He came to the airport looking for you?"
"Right. He even talked to my next-door neighbors. I got the hell out of town. Spent a couple of days at Morelia visiting an old colonel who's retired."
"Do you really think he would have�"
"I don't just think, I know. His buddy Romashchuk tried to do it yesterday. That part of the story began when I got back from Morelia. There was a message on my answering machine from General Wackenhut, Dutch's father-in-law."
It was nearly noon when he finished his story. Karen sat there looking limp, leaning her forehead against one hand, propped up on her elbow. "I can't believe the police think you killed that woman."
"They knew I was there. They knew I took her Mercedes. I appeared to be on the run, getting Pablo to fly me to Mexico City."
"This Burke Hill, the former FBI man, what does he think?"
"He said he had some friends looking into Romashchuk's activities. He's to call me back sometime today. My only hope is that we can get enough evidence on Romashchuk and Stern to have them arrested. Then maybe we can tie the Major into Elena's death and Stern into General Patton's alibi."
* * *
After giving Lori an abbreviated version of the events reported by Colonel Rodman and Investigator Shumakov, Burke called Nate Highsmith to let him know the twins were no worse, that nothing definite would be known until the test reports were in. Then he stretched out on the bed for a short nap.
Lori woke him around eleven.
"The exterminators called," she said. "They're on the way over."
He sat up on the side of the bed, feeling groggy and slightly disoriented. That's what age does to you, he thought. In the "old days," he could go for twenty-four hours, take a quick nap and bounce up ready to roll again.
"The exterminators are coming?"
She nodded. "That's what I said."
The "exterminators" came around monthly, wearing white suits and driving a van painted with the name "Bugs Be Gone!" They were actually Amber Group employees of Worldwide Communications. The "bugs" they looked for were of the electronic kind rather than crawling or flying varieties. Homes of the top executives were swept regularly. Most of the wives, unlike Lori, were not aware of their husbands' double lives and accepted the "exterminators" at face value.
When they arrived and began their probing, Burke got a nasty shock. The highly sensitive equipment showed a transmitter in the family room telephone. They disconnected the phone and took it out to their van, where they carefully dissembled it to the accompaniment of loud music and located the offending transmitter. After disabling the device, they brought it back in to show Burke.
"Looks state-of-the-art," said a technician named Anderson. "It would pick up conversations in the room as well as both phone lines."
"Damn." Burke shook his head, frowning darkly. "Don't guess there's any way to tell how long it's been there?"
"We were here four weeks ago. Other than that, there's no way to tell."
"What kind of range would it have?"
"Probably about a mile. Could be monitored live. Could be a static post with a tape recorder."
"Any way you could locate the monitor?" Burke inquired.
"Not likely."
"Okay. Thanks, guys. I'd better get down to the office and tell Nate about this. I can't think of anything compromising it might have picked up, but just being here is damned serious."
After the "exterminators" had left, Lori asked, "Who could have put it there? And when?"
Burke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "The alarm system hasn't indicated any intrusions." It was an expensive, highly sophisticated system installed by company technicians. "But how the hell could it have been done while we were home? We haven't had any strange�"
"The party!" Lori blurted. "The caterer used our kitchen as a command post."
"But Brenda was in there the whole time, wasn't she?"
"True. I'll call and see if she remembers anything unusual. Anybody using the family room phone."
Ten minutes later, Lori had the answer. Brenda recalled one of the white-jacketed waiters using the phone. A sharp observer, she also remembered the man had just come in to get a new badge made and the woman in charge, a blonde named Dolly, didn't seem to be familiar with his name.
"Call the caterer," Burke suggested. "Tell her you just discovered something missing and Brenda remembered this guy going in there. See what she knows about him."
Lori looked up the number and dialed, then asked for Dolly.
"Sorry, ma'am. Dolly's working a barbecue dinner tonight. She won't be in until just before time to leave. Around 4:30, I'd say. Be glad to have her call when she gets in."
"Okay, thanks," Lori said and left her number.
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New York City
The Foreign Affairs Roundtable was located in a plain-looking gray stone building on Manhattan's Upper East Side near the Rockefeller Institute. Adam Stern occupied a modest office on the third floor looking toward Roosevelt Island. Besides a dark wood desk that was kept virtually bare, the room contained two drab gray four-drawer safes with combination locks, a bookcase filled mostly with assorted reference works and two odd chairs that faced the desk.
Stern had just returned from lunch with a former Mossad officer now working for the UN when he received a call from the Washington area on his private line.
"Is this Mr. Bowe?" a voice inquired.
"That's correct," Stern said. He liked the symmetry of the pseudonym, bow being the reverse of stern.
"This is Sarge in Falls Church. We've been sending you the tapes by Fed Ex the last couple of days."
"Yes, thanks. I've received them." They had turned up nothing of interest. Not that he had really expected anything, but Laurence Coyne had insisted on thoroughly vetting Burke Hill. After what Hill had done a few years ago to a couple of prominent FAR members, Stern was in full agreement. Never mind that the two multinational tycoons had stupidly been caught bankrolling radical CIA and KGB elements in a plot to assassinate the Soviet and American presidents. The point was that Hill had proved himself quite adept at working outside of and, indeed, against "the system."
"You asked us to call if we picked up anything suspicious, out of the ordinary. Well, we just went through the tapes from last night and this morning. Came across some stuff you might be interested in. Hill called his wife late last night from Mexico City. Asked her to dream up something about the kids being sick. Seems he wanted an excuse that would justify asking his boss to send the company plane to pick him up. Said he would explain when he got back this morning."
Stern's interest perked up. Mexico City? No, he assured himself. There couldn't be any connection. But why was Hill in such a rush to get back to Washington that he couldn't wait a few hours for a commercial flight? And why not explain to his wife on the phone? Those were the kinds of questions that made an old spy's antennae bristle.
"Did he get back this morning?"
"Right. Want me to play you the part where he talks about what happened down there?"
"Yes, by all means."
"Hold a sec."
Stern heard a click and the recorder hum, then a male voice speaking. "Remember my telling you about being tapped for membership in the Foreign Affairs Roundtable?"
"Right. Sounded like a feather in your cap." A woman's voice.
"Well, I'm not sure it's a feather I want after what I heard down in Mexico."
"What on earth did�"
"I accidentally ran onto something that looks mighty shady, and they appear to be in the thick of it."
"How shady?"
"I'm starving. Come on. I'll tell you while I get something to eat."
Sarge came back on the line. "That's it. The man's voice was Burke Hill. The woman was his wife, Lorelei Hill."
Stern's brows were knitted into a sharp "V."
"Where's the rest of it?" Stern demanded. "He must have said more about the Roundtable."
"Sorry, Mr. Bowe. They apparently went into the kitchen, which put him out of range. Our bug is on the family room phone."
"What about later on the tape? Anything else there?" The disturbing nature of what he had just heard showed clearly in his tone.
"Matter of fact," said the ex-cop apologetically, "after picking up some music around 11:30 a.m., the transmitter seems to have gone dead."
"I thought you had the best equipment available," Stern said.
"We do. But even the best can occasionally go out without warning. Could have been a battery failure. This Foreign Affairs Roundtable business seems to have hit your hot button. Want us to try going back in there to reactivate it? We could attempt the old telephone repairman ploy. I don't know if they'd fall for it. The house has a top-line security system, so a break-in would not be too advisable."
Too late, Stern realized he had revealed his strong interest in what was said about the Roundtable. Particularly about something "shady" going on in Mexico. He had no way of knowing if Hill had stumbled onto Major Romashchuk's operation. But these two private investigators were now alerted to the likelihood that the Roundtable was involved in a "shady" operation in Mexico. And they had a telephone number that could easily be tied to him at FAR headquarters.
He pondered what this might lead to. Would they simply drop it if that's what he ordered? Or would curiosity lead them to pursue the matter further on their own? With an ordinary cop, he would say "no." But these were men who had been chosen for their tenacity, for their refusal to be bound by a reliance on conventional methods. There was no predicting what they might do. And should they pick up even the slightest hint of the Major and his team, as soon as everything hit the news, they would start putting the pieces together.
"Maybe it was just a temporary glitch," Stern said, as if reconsidering his earlier concern. "You guys go back to your post and check everything out again. It could come back on of its own accord, couldn't it? You've done great so far. I�d like to know what else is said on that phone. Keep me posted."
As soon as Sarge hung up, Stern dialed a number in the Washington suburbs. A deep male voice answered.
"This is the Parson," Stern said in a businesslike tone. "I have an emergency assignment for you."
"Hey, Parson. You haven't been in touch for awhile," said the man known only as Max. "Emergencies cost more, you know."
"I know. How quickly can you get to Falls Church?"
"Depending on the traffic, twenty to thirty minutes."
"Do this right and there's a bonus."
"Hey, I always do it right. What's the deal?"
"There's an abandoned service station near an upscale residential section on one side of the town." Stern gave him the specific location. "You'll find a couple of guys in the former office there with an assortment of electronic equipment. They're monitoring a wiretap. I want final rites for both men and their gear. They may not be there very long, but they're on the way now. Can you handle it?"
"Sure, Parson. No problem. As we say, guys that tap together, get zapped together." He finished with a low, rumbling laugh.
That's real gallows humor, Stern thought. "Happy hunting."
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Central Mexico
When the van and truck caravan stopped at mid-afternoon to refuel at a Pemex station in Irapuato, a headline on a Mexico City newspaper lying on the counter caught Nikolai Romashchuk's eye: "Prominent Tapat�o Brutally Slain." He paused to read the opening paragraphs of the story.
GUADALAJARA, Jal.-A prominent Guadalajara businesswoman, Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero, was found brutally murdered in her spacious home here late yesterday, and police are looking for a retired United States Air Force colonel suspected in the killing.
The colonel, identified as Warren Rodman, a resident of the Lake Chapala area, reportedly was flown to Mexico City last night, accompanied by an American businessman named Ivan Netto. A murder warrant has been issued for Rodman. Netto is being sought by police for questioning.
Detective Felix Campos Reyez said the victim was disfigured "almost like she had been tortured." The body was discovered by servants returning home after having been given the day off.

Nikolai Romashchuk stopped beside the truck, where Julio sat at the steering wheel. "I don't think we need to worry about Colonel Rodman and Shumakov any longer. The police are hunting them down for the murder of the Se�ora."
They arrived in San Miguel de Allende about an hour later. Located in a high valley, the town clung to a sloping hillside that was ablaze with brightly blooming wildflowers. It retained much of the charm of an old colonial town, and Julio Podesta led the caravan through the cobblestoned streets lined with pastel colored houses to a truck terminal on the opposite edge of the city. They parked near a row of silver trailers that bore the name Carga la Plata, Silver Freight.
Julio Podesta accompanied Romashchuk as he entered the office, located the man in charge and handed over a thick stack of pesos. Then they pulled the dump truck up to one of the trailers, where the Peruvians carefully lifted out two long, flat wooden crates secured by a succession of strong plastic bands. Exercising considerable care, they carried the unusual cargo to the front end of the trailer and firmly anchored the crates to the floor.
Afterward, a silver-painted tractor hitched up to the trailer and hauled it out into the countryside, with the van and dump truck following. They arrived soon at a large vegetable farm, where they turned in and drove back to a loading area stacked with crates of freshly-picked melons. Romashchuk and Podesta parked their vehicles beside a line of trees, from which they could watch in the comfort of the shade.
"How long do we stay?" Julio asked when the workmen began toting crates into the trailer.
"Until they finish loading," said the Major.
Julio gave a typically Mexican shrug of resignation and returned to his spot beside a tree.
"I'm going to see if I left my map in your truck," Romashchuk said after a moment and walked over to the yellow Ford.
Opening the door, he climbed into the cab and sat down. But instead of looking for the map, which he had already removed, he took a small bundle out of his pocket and leaned down to attach it beneath the driver's seat. It contained a block of plastic explosive and a detonating cap connected to a tiny radio receiver.
"Find your map?" Julio asked when the Major returned to the shady refuge.
"No. I must have misplaced it in the van."
The burly Mexican grinned. "You need some rest. You're becoming forgetful."
"There's no time for rest. We have a long trip ahead of us." And as for you, my Mexican friend, Romashchuk said to himself, it will be the final journey. To wherever it is your Catholic holy fathers say you will go when you depart this damnably hot, dusty land. The bear of a man had been quite helpful, but he knew too much. General Zakharov had given strict instructions to leave no witnesses. That was one reason for the elimination of Elena Castillo Quintero.
"While they're loading the trailer, I'm going back into town and make a phone call," Romashchuk said. "You stay here with our Peruvian comrades and keep an eye on that trailer. I want to make sure nobody tampers with our package."
In San Miguel de Allende, he located a shop with a telephone symbol out front and went inside to place his call. When a female voice answered, he asked for "Uncle Sasha." A few moments later, General Valeri Zakharov was on the line.
"We're on our way north," Romashchuk said.
"What's this about the Colonel being wanted for murder?" Zakharov asked.
"That was a fortunate turn of events. He paid us another flying visit yesterday, this time with the former chief investigator from Minsk."
"I had planned to tell you he was there."
"How did you know?"
"He called one of his friends here whose phone was being monitored."
"Well, we nearly had him. And the Colonel, too. Unfortunately, they got away."
Romashchuk explained what had happened and why it was necessary to eliminate the lady who had been monitoring the Colonel's activities.
"Then Shumakov is this Ivan Netto they're looking for?" the General asked.
"Right. I hope they stay hidden until you can send somebody in after them."
"I'll contact our New York friend. Will you be able to stay with your schedule?"
"No problem."
"Good. The Committee is counting on you."
By the time Romashchuk got back to the farm, the loading was finished. It was after four o'clock when the eighteen-wheeler hit the road. The driver would head over to Highway 57, where he had arranged to meet a couple of compatriots with loads from other farms. The small caravan would roll north to San Luis Potos�, where they would spend the night before resuming the journey toward the border.
At this point, Romashchuk and his guerrilla band became Professor Klaus Gruber and a group of mineral specialists en route to an American Mining Congress meeting in San Antonio, Texas.
"Have a good trip," he called to Julio as they pulled away from the farm. The big Mexican waved and turned south. The van headed north.
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Washington, D.C.
Nathaniel Highsmith occupied a large, stylish office high above Sixteenth Street a few blocks from the White House. The location was no accident. He enjoyed its proximity to the seat of power. A surreptitious visitor to the Oval Office on several occasions when the Amber Group was involved in crisis situations, he occasionally had the ear of the President. But it was his position as head of Worldwide Communications Consultants that made him particularly attractive to the leadership of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. He had the ability to influence people's perceptions of the world around them through management of information resources dealing with international organizations, multinational companies and various agencies of governments both here and abroad. And he was a hands-on executive who did not hesitate to give policy guidance in the dissemination process.
Heavy drapes designed to muffle sound blocked the piercing afternoon sun as Highsmith sat in his high-backed, plushly upholstered chair and stared grim-faced at his number one deputy on the clandestine side. Nate believed in maintaining close control over his operations, both overt and covert, and what he had just heard suggested a highly undesirable glitch in the control system.
"A phone tap?" Deep anxiety clouded the normally clear blue eyes.
"Both lines," Burke Hill replied. "But not just the phone. Anderson said the bug would have picked up any conversation in the room."
"Any idea who could be responsible?"
"Not yet. I'm working on it. Lori's assistant said one of the caterer's people used that phone the other night during her Tenth Anniversary party. She's checking it out to see who the guy was."
Nate shook his head slowly. "I'm sure you've given thought to what might have been said in there that could compromise us?"
"Yeah, but I didn't come up with anything. Lori mentioned the Amber Group when we were talking about my trip to Mexico City, but that was out on the lawn. I've been gone most of the time since then."
He had recalled one comment of significance made in the family room, but it would not have compromised Worldwide Communications. It was when he had started to tell Lori about Colonel Rodman's startling story that morning. He didn't think he had said anything important until they were in the kitchen.
"Let me know what you come up with," Nate said. "I'll have to notify Kingsley Marshall. I'd like to know more about it before I do."
"Don't worry. I'm as anxious to get to the bottom of this as you are."
Nate leaned back in his chair and locked his fingers behind his head, a stretching exercise he did occasionally when he needed relief from the tension of his constant juggling act, a feat that involved keeping a dozen balls in the air to achieve a satisfactory public image, accomplishment of the secret mission and above all, financial soundness. The latter had become a source of concern lately. "How did the audit of Roberto's shop go?" he asked.
"I made a few suggestions to improve some expense areas. But, basically, he seems to be running a pretty tight ship."
"I wish we could say that for every office."
They had run into stiff competition lately in several areas, which was having its affect on the bottom line. A few countries were causing problems, either by throwing up roadblocks or by openly favoring other firms. This was particularly true in Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, areas in which they had been attempting to make inroads over the past couple of years.
"Look at what's happening to us in Berlin," Nate said. "For awhile, we were picking up clients right and left. Now we couldn't buy one with a Reader's Digest sweepstakes prize. I'm really disappointed in the lack of cooperation we've had from the leadership in the CIS." Nate leaned forward on his elbows. "Wouldn't it be great if we could export some of that Mexican success?"
"We need a few more Robertos."
Nate finally grinned. "Ex-FBI men aren't all bad. By the way, I ran into Laurence Coyne at lunch. The Roundtable has a special meeting scheduled over the Fourth of July at a resort in Colorado. Families invited. I asked about bringing you, but he said it was members only. After next month, of course, that will include you."
Burke nodded, trying not the show the turmoil that stirred inside him at mention of the FAR. He still had difficulty believing Nate Highsmith would approve of any involvement with Major Nikolai Romashchuk's operation, whatever it might be. But equally disturbing was the description of the Roundtable's hidden agenda that Roddy Rodman had relayed from Bryan Janney and Murray Bender.
"I trust you'll be staying in the mountains out there," Burke said, steering the conversation into safe waters. "I'm sure it'll beat the weather we're having here."
Nate shrugged. "I've seen it hotter in Washington."
"Hot enough for me. This is the time of year I wish I was back in the Smokies." After a bitter parting with the FBI, Burke had spent several years in self-imposed exile, first in the Alaskan oil fields, then working as a nature photographer in the Great Smoky Mountains of East Tennessee. It was there that his old CIA buddy, Cameron Quinn, had come looking for him and talked him into assisting with a troublesome investigation. It involved Operation Jabberwock, the plot to assassinate the American and Soviet presidents in Toronto. Cam Quinn was Lori's father. His death threw Burke and Lori together in a chase that eventually uncovered the plotters and led finally to their marriage.
"Don't you still have a summer place there?"
Burke laughed. "You make it sound like a condo in Vail. 'Place' is a good word, I guess. It's an old farmhouse I fixed up. We haven't had a chance to make it there this summer. Lori and her buddy Chloe Brackin have a better idea for the Fourth."
"The doctor?"
"Yeah. Us and the Doctors Brackin. They want to go to the National Symphony concert on the west lawn of the Capitol. Along with a few hundred thousand other fresh air nuts."
"I thought you liked symphony music," Nate said.
"I do. That was Lori's rationale. Tchaikovsky is one of my favorites. They nearly always do the 1812 Overture as a climax. I get a kick out of the cannons. But this time of year, it's a lot closer for us to go to Wolf Trap for the symphony. Really, I prefer the air conditioned comfort of the Kennedy Center."
"I can agree with you there," Nate said. Then his face was suddenly drawn into a thoughtful frown. "I surely hope the twins are doing all right by then."
Burke nodded. "Thanks. So do I."
The sigh that followed was not occasioned by concern for the twins. It stemmed from the fact that Nate's comment had barely stopped him from blithely stating that Lori had decided to take the kids to the concert. Wouldn't that have sounded great, he thought? That was the trouble with lies. After you told one, everything else you said had to be tinted with the same color scheme or you'd wind up with a red face. At best.
* * *
On the way home that evening, Burke was surprised to find a pile of blackened rubble where a vacant service station had sat when he passed it earlier in the day. A band of yellow tape had been strung around the area bearing the warning "Police Line � Do Not Cross." They must suspect arson, he thought.
When he arrived home, he asked Lori if she had heard anything on the news about the fire.
"Explosion," she corrected him, wide-eyed. "I heard the blast. On the news, they reported two charred bodies were found. No identification. Speculation was they were street people living in the vacant building. Some highly volatile materials had been left behind. Probably got touched off when they attempted to cook in there."
"Really a mess," Burke said. He gave her a hopeful look. "Have you heard from the Dolly woman?"
"She called. And she remembered the incident, even recalled the man had given his name as 'Nelson.' I asked if she would check her records for his address, and guess what? She couldn't find any Nelson among the people who worked that night."
"Damn. I'll have to get our security people to contact her for a description. They'll need to talk with Brenda, too. Probably pose as detectives."
He told her of his near slip-up in talking with Nate about the July Fourth concert. "We'd better say the tests were negative so things can get back to normal and I won't have to watch my tongue." That was how espionage agents got tripped up, he reflected. They could go to great lengths to perfect cover stories, then get nailed by some casual, seemingly insignificant slip of the tongue.
Later in the evening, a call came through from Roberto Garcia in Mexico City. Burke took it on his scrambler. The company had uniquely designed fax machines that contained a floppy disk drive and a microprocessor. Special disks were encoded in pairs with computer-generated random algorithms used to scramble and unscramble voice or facsimile transmissions. They were like high-tech versions of the old espionage stand-by, the one-time pad.
"My man Juan just called from San Luis Potos�," Garcia said.
"Where the hell is that?"
"About 400 kilometers northeast of Guadalajara. That's where he ended up. He went to Tequila first thing this morning and located the road leading back into the mountains. He found a family that remembered the truck going in there a couple of days ago. They said it hadn't come back out. Juan staked out the intersection and waited. After awhile, a van leading a yellow dump truck came out and turned toward Guadalajara. He followed them on to San Miguel de Allende, some 360 kilometers to the east."
"What's there?"
"They stopped first at a trucking outfit called Carga la Plata." Garcia described the scene with the crates being transferred to an empty trailer, then the trip to a farm where the trailer was loaded with crates of melons. "Juan determined from the farm workers that the shipment was headed for San Antonio, Texas. Consigned to the Krueger Produce Company. It's due there tomorrow evening around 7:30."
Burke's eyes widened with alarm. San Antonio. Romashchuk was smuggling the chemical weapons into the U.S. "Did he find out where the men went after that?"
"They left the farm as soon as the eighteen-wheeler was loaded. The dump truck turned back toward San Miguel, driven by a big, burly Mexican. The van headed north, apparently with the guy reported to be a German and the Sendero Luminoso guerillas." Garcia hesitated a moment, then asked pointedly, "Are you going to take some action on this, Burke?"
"You're damn right I am, Roberto. But I still don't want anything reported officially. Remember, you gave me a week." This wasn't looking good at all, but he still wasn't ready to approach Nate. He needed more answers first.
"Don't you think the Bureau should be alerted?" Roberto insisted.
It certainly appeared to be a case for the FBI, but the Director of the Bureau, like CIA's Kingsley Marshall and Nate Highsmith, was a member of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. If Bryan Janney was right about the conspiratorial nature of the FAR, just how pervasive was it? A prominent newspaper publisher had been concerned enough to kill the writer's story. Adam Stern had been concerned enough to kill the writer. The former CIA man, Murray Bender, had given Rodman Burke's name because he didn't trust anyone else.
"Please believe me, Roberto. I've got good reasons for doing it this way. Just stick with me a little longer. Okay?"
"Well, you'd better hear the rest of the story. When they left the farm, Juan followed the van. He had hidden his car in some trees and waited until the van was disappearing around a curve, then pulled out onto the highway. Juan saw the truck in his rearview mirror heading south. About that time, there was a tremendous explosion behind him. When he looked back, he saw the truck had been demolished."
"What the hell happened? Did he have any idea?"
"Juan's an excellent observer. He just reports; he doesn't speculate. Of course, he wasn't interested in staying around there, either. He followed the van on to the San Luis Potos� airport, where they bought tickets to San Antonio. He waited until they boarded the plane, then called me."
"Excellent work, Roberto," Burke said enthusiastically. "Juan deserves a bonus. Anything else I should know about?"
"I guess that's it, Burke. Unless you're interested in murder mysteries."
"What sort of murder mysteries?" Burke suspected that he knew the answer.
"The newspapers here are full of stories about the search for a retired U.S. Air Force colonel. He's wanted for the murder of a prominent Guadalajara businesswoman. Had his picture on page one."
"Where are they looking?"
"They think he's somewhere around Mexico City. There was another American with him. Guy with a Russian-sounding name. He's wanted for questioning."
Damn, that was close, Burke thought. If he had waited any longer, Roddy likely would not have been allowed to board the plane. Or Shumakov, either, for that matter. No doubt they had a description of Ivan Netto. Burke didn't understand why the customs officer hadn't reported their departure on the private jet. Even if he didn't have a good description last night, surely he had seen the newspaper photographs by now. He knew if the little customs agent had made a report, it wouldn't take long for someone to track down the Worldwide Communications Consultants pilots. Then the finger would point directly at Burke Hill.
A few years back when Burke had tackled the Jabberwock conspiracy, he was a lone wolf, operating on his own, depending strictly on his personal talents and instincts, helped only by Lori and a few friends. But since joining Worldwide Communications and its Amber Group, he had become a team player, more properly a team leader. He had followed the established order, abided by the rules of the game, coordinated the efforts of many people. He had been involved in several crucial operations whose outcomes had impacted favorably upon his country and the things it stood for. He was proud of that involvement. Above all, Burke Hill considered himself a patriot. Not one of those Cold War patriots with a capital "P" who wore the flag on their sleeves and berated anyone they thought soft on communism. He was a man who believed in the innate goodness of his native land and was ready to stand up and be counted when she was in trouble. The fact that he had no military service occasionally bothered him, though it shouldn't have. He was in college, working as a clerk at the FBI, during the Korean War and was well into his career as a special agent at the time of Vietnam. The nature of his present job, however, gave him obvious responsibilities toward the nation. Worldwide had been specifically structured so there was no direct link to the CIA or any other federal agency, but he felt just as strongly about those responsibilities as if he had been sworn in directly by the man in the White House.
All of this communicated a strong message to him. He should call Nate Highsmith immediately and report the presence of a deadly guerrilla group on American soil, a team of Maoist rebels armed with an arsenal of highly lethal and destabilizing chemical weapons, directed by a former Soviet intelligence officer. Nate would no doubt instruct him to pass the word on to Kingsley Marshall at the CIA. He might even suggest Burke contact the FBI directly, except for the fact that part of the information was developed by an Amber Group employee working covertly. The Bureau was not privy to Worldwide's secret mission.
He knew this was what he should do. Yet he couldn't ignore Roddy Rodman's account of Adam Stern's involvement. What role was the Foreign Affairs Roundtable and its so-called "enforcer" playing? He needed time to ferret out the facts. But he was faced with two other problems that loomed as threatening black thunderheads on the horizon. Romashchuk and his deadly crew could not be allowed to simply disappear out in the heart of Texas, and Rodman and Shumakov could not remain in the Washington area without becoming easy prey for fugitive trackers from Mexico. Turning back to the phone, he dialed the motel where they were staying.
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On his last relocation to Washington, Nate Highsmith had bought a restored Federal style brick house on a large, scenic plot of ground in the northern section of Georgetown. It had been built around 1800 by one of the area's early families of prominence. That fact had been one of the estate's major attractions for him. He had grown up in a simple frame house in a small northern Ohio town, where his father was a struggling shopkeeper, owner of a "five-and-ten-cent store." Though hard to believe now, there were many items at such prices back in those days. As a boy, Nate had worked summers at the store. Over the years he began to see the mistakes his father made, like buying too many items that only a few customers requested, or giving credit to people who could not afford to pay. Whether inherited or acquired, Nate was driven by the same entrepreneurial spirit as his father, but he vowed to learn everything possible to assure success far beyond anything his father had ever dreamed. And when he had achieved it, seemingly with ease, he had unconsciously distanced himself from any reminders of his commonplace past. He never returned to the little Ohio town, and he constantly surrounded himself with the trappings of wealth and material success.
When the phone rang around ten that evening, Nate was reading at an intricately carved antique cherry desk in his study.
"Good evening, Nathaniel, this is Bernard Whitehurst," said a deep, cultured voice. "I hope you will forgive the intrusion at this late hour. I just returned from a business trip and received an urgent message I need to discuss with you."
Nate leaned back in his chair and let his mind conjure up a picture of the ruddy-faced billionaire banker. Whenever he saw the man, he immediately thought of a polo player. The role seemed to fit him perfectly. But though Nate was well acquainted with Whitehurst, one of the few men who called him by his full first name, they had not been really close. That was one reason it came as a complete surprise when the Roundtable chairman had invited him to attend the Council of Lyon meeting near Lucerne a few weeks earlier, an experience he had found most intriguing. During the session, Whitehurst had obtained the Council's agreement to support any movement that might be directed at consolidating the CIS states into a new union, preferably under a not-so-aggressive socialist regime. He had summed it up this way, "Better the enemy we know so well, and have dealt with for years, than questionable new friends we simply cannot trust."
Nate marveled at the smooth way the wealthy banker handled the group. He was undoubtedly the most powerful figure in the world, with the possible exception of the President of the United States, yet most people were totally unaware of it.
"Sure, Bernard," he said casually, "is there something I can help you with?"
"As a matter of fact, you can. Would it be too much of an imposition for you to meet me in New York tomorrow? I'll make the time at your convenience."
When a person of Bernard Whitehurst's stature asked a favor, a man like Nate Highsmith didn't hesitate. In the quid pro quo world of high finance, Newton's third law of motion was slightly different. The reaction to every action was not equal and opposite, but equally opulent. Nate knew the trip would be well worth his time.
"I have a few appointments I'll have to reschedule," Highsmith said, curious about the purpose of the meeting but not wishing to sound inquisitive. "Shouldn't be any problem. As for the time, how does eleven sound?"
"Fine. I look forward to seeing you. Just come to my office at the bank."
* * *
Burke Hill left an urgent message at the number Roddy Rodman had given him, and a few minutes later the phone rang.
"This is Murray Bender, Mr. Hill. Colonel Rodman must have been in touch."
"Yes. He told me that you had offered to help if he ever needed you."
"I owed him. He once got me out of one helluva tight spot. But with that bad drinking problem I'd heard about, I sort of hated to put him off on you. That crazy story about a KGB major and chemical weapons sounded really off the wall."
"I'm glad you did, Mr. Bender, because it's all true."
"You're kidding?"
"Unfortunately, no."
"And Adam Stern's involved?"
"Deeply. That's what really troubles me. My boss, Nate Highsmith, is quite active in the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. I've worked closely with the man for four years. I just can't see him approving of anything involving the Shining Path and mortar shells containing nerve agents."
"Of course, he wouldn't necessarily know about that part," said Bender.
"Why not?"
"It's like the relationship between the White House and the Agency. The President's people draft up a nice high-sounding, legalistic finding that justifies some covert activity. Then they turn it over to the operations people to do the dirty work. The President doesn't know, doesn't want to know the details of how dirty it gets. He'd fire a director who tried to hang his dirty linen in the Oval Office. Look at all the grief Reagan got because they said he knew too much." He paused a moment and then added, "Apparently you're really convinced about the Colonel's story."
"I've confirmed part of it independently."
"Damn," said Bender. "He really did stumble into a rat's nest."
Burke picked up a cup of coffee from the tray Lori had set on the table beside him. It also contained a large brownie. "It's worse than you know," he said. "This Major Romashchuk set him up for a murder charge in Guadalajara. I got him and Shumakov out of Mexico, but I need to provide them new identities until I can sort this thing out. I hoped you would know a source for some documents."
Bender chuckled. "That I can help you with. He's called the 'Weasel' and he's damned good."
* * *
It was shortly after daybreak when Burke parked in front of the modest frame house on the north side of Washington. Although the houses here were not particularly impressive, the four-wheel toys were. Cars along the street ranged from expensive Japanese models to small, curvacious American and European makes. Burke blinked wearily, aware that the bags under his eyes must resemble steamer trunks. He couldn't help it. For two nights in a row he had managed to find little opportunity for sleep. After making contact with the "Weasel," he had taken one of his cameras over to the motel and made head shots of Roddy and Yuri. He had delivered the film to the forger, who had his own darkroom setup.
He walked up to the door and pressed the lighted button. He could hear the faint sound of a chime inside. A few moments later, the door opened to reveal a short, thin man with a hooked nose, a green eyeshade pushed back on his forehead. He looked like a character out of Hecht and MacArthur's The Front Page.
The man called "Weasel" gave Burke a wary eye, looked around to make sure no one was following him, then said, "Come on in."
He locked the door, then led the way back to his workshop in a room at the rear of the house. Two new Virginia driver's licenses, two social security cards and a resident alien "green card" lay on a table.
"How's it look?"
Burke bent over and examined the documents. They looked perfect. "Fine," he said, pulling a large stack of bills from his pocket. "This should take care of it."
The "Weasel" counted out the money. Then he stuffed the material into an envelope and handed it over. "A pleasure doing business with you."
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The lobby of the building on Sixteenth Street was deserted when Hill entered. In contrast to the normal wait, he had an elevator at the press of a button and zoomed right up to what was known at Worldwide Communications Consultants as the "executive floor." Evelyn's desk appeared as pristine as a furniture display as he headed past it to drop off his briefcase. Then he walked down the silent corridor to Nate Highsmith's suite.
Highsmith was a man who slept sparingly and started his day like a farmer, at the crow of the rooster. He arrived early and took care of routine tasks before the normal business day began. It provided Burke an opportunity to catch him in a leisurely mood and discuss the results of the wiretap investigation.
Toni Carlucci, a petite size eight with slightly graying hair and a broad, friendly smile, looked up in surprise when Burke strolled in. "Are you troubled with insomnia, Mr. Hill? I haven't seen you at this time of the morning in ages."
He didn't doubt that he could pass for an insomniac with those red-rimmed eyes. But he smiled back and said casually, "It wasn't a very good night for sleeping anyway, Toni." She had been Nate's secretary for more than twenty-five years. In a business that frequently resembled a pressure cooker, she never seemed ruffled.
"Would you like some coffee?"
"I'd love it. Would Nate mind if I disturbed his morning routine?"
"Let me see." She picked up the phone, punched the intercom button and said in a droll voice, "There's a Mr. Burke Hill out here to see you." After a pause, she put the phone down and nodded. "You can go on in. I'll bring your coffee."
Nate was leaning back in his chair reading overnight reports from the various overseas offices. Burke reflected that whatever time of day, whatever the circumstances, Nathaniel Highsmith always appeared the impeccably groomed executive. Suit, shirt, tie, handkerchief, everything perfectly matched and coordinated. It was hard to realize that he had been born into an ordinary middle class family. He seemed perfectly at ease with and perfectly suited to his wealth. It was almost as if financial success had been his inevitable fate.
"Anything interesting going on around the world?" Burke inquired.
"There's always something interesting going on," Nate said quite seriously. "The only question is just who would be interested in it?"
"That's a bit too philosophical for me. I have some news of interest, though. The guy in the waiter's outfit who used the phone at our house was a gate crasher."
"Really? How did you find out?"
Burke told him about Lori's conversation with the woman called "Dolly."
"She had no idea who he was?"
"None. I'll talk to our security people and have them get a description from her. Lori's assistant can help, also. She spoke to him."
Toni knocked softly, then came in with Burke's coffee and a refill for Highsmith.
"I think I had better go ahead and inform Kingsley Marshall," Nate said. "You're sure nothing could have been compromised?"
"Positive. But I damned sure want to know who's been listening in on my conversations."
"So do I. Keep me posted. I have to run up to New York this morning for a meeting with Bernard Whitehurst."
Burke's eyebrows immediately shot up in surprise, but he tried to mask his reaction with a flippant comment. "The big man himself?"
"The chairman of the Roundtable," Nate said, nodding. "He sounded quite concerned about something. I'll be back this afternoon."
Concerned about the renegade operation involving Adam Stern, Burke wondered? He wanted badly to believe that Nate had nothing to do with it, not even any knowledge of it. But he would reserve judgement until he could nail down a few more facts.
After his chat with Nate Highsmith, Burke returned to his office and began reading a newspaper article about preparations for the Commonwealth of Independent States' summit meeting on July fifth. His reading was interrupted by a call from Jerry Chan, the Chinese-American manager of Worldwide's Seoul office. He and Jerry had gone over together two years earlier to open the Korean office and launch Operation Hangover, the investigation into the Poksu conspiracy. Jerry reported to Burke on the clandestine side of the business, but besides that, they had become close friends. Burke and Lori had attended Jerry's wedding in Seoul a few months after the Poksu matter had been laid to rest.
"Say," Jerry said in a concerned voice, "I got word by the grapevine that little Liz and Cam were pretty sick. What's the story?"
The time difference made communications difficult between Seoul and Washington. When it was morning over there, it was night in Washington. Now Jerry was calling from home in the evening in order to get Burke at the office this morning.
Burke decided to play it straight with his friend. "Don't tell Nate, but I only dreamed that up to justify diverting the jet to Mexico. I didn't want to explain my real reason for coming back in such a hurry."
"Should I ask the real reason?"
"If I were you, I wouldn't."
"Okay. You're the boss. But the kids are really fine?"
"As lively as ever. If not moreso."
"Ji-young will be happy to hear that. She's worried me all day about calling to find out. Also, she has a little news of her own."
Ji-young had been Jerry's first Korean secretary and was now his wife. "What's the news?" Burke asked.
"She's pregnant. The doctor says it should be here around the first of March."
"Congratulations! Have you told Nate?"
"No, but I'll get you to transfer me. I wanted to tell you and Lori first. Is she okay?"
"Yeah, fine. Now that she's survived that tenth anniversary party for Clipper Cruise and Travel. Anything else you need to talk to me about, Jerry? Anything on the financial side?"
"Fortunately, I've got no problems at all at the moment. Thing's could hardly be going better. It's scary. Anyway, good to talk to you, and I'm glad the kids are fine. Go ahead and switch me to the Chief."
Evelyn Tilson arrived while he was on the phone. As soon as he hung up, she came in to relate the past evening's excitement at her normally sedate condo development. A Treasury Department official who had been implicated in a banking scandal had shot himself on the deck behind his unit.
"His poor wife was a wreck. I had talked with her a few times. She said the FBI had been following them everywhere and tapping their phone. It's a real mess."
That prompted Burke to pursue his own phone tap problem. He paid a visit to Sam Peterson, the Director of Security. He explained the situation with the bug, which Peterson was already aware of from the report by the "exterminators." The security man promised to get someone checking into the bogus waiter right away and would let him know as soon as he turned up anything significant.
Burke was on his way back to his office when he realized that he had forgotten his plan to tell Nate that the twins were out of danger. By the time he got Toni Carlucci on the phone, Highsmith had already left for the airport.
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New York City
The taxi ride into Manhattan served as a reminder of the sheer magnitude of this unique phenomenon known as New York City. Nate had reveled in the rough and tumble of the Big Apple's business scene when he had lived here, but now, with considerably more gray hair on his head, he was happy with the more genteel climate of Washington. Not that the competition wasn't just as rough in the capital. The politics was certainly more turbulent, but there was generally an atmosphere of courtliness or propriety that New York sometimes lacked. It was reflected in the way congressional debaters referred to "the gentleman from" wherever, or inquired with practiced politeness, "would the lady yield the floor?"
He had to acknowledge that New York was the kingpin when it came to finance, as evidenced by the massive structure with walls of marble and adornments of gleaming brass that housed the headquarters of Bernard Whitehurst's banking empire. A high-speed elevator whisked him up to the executive suite that commanded a panoramic view of the sprawling megalopolis. A snappily-dressed, glad-handing young assistant greeted him and ushered him into the chairman's office, a large, richly-paneled room with thick brown carpeting. An expansive wall of glass made artificial lighting totally unnecessary on a clear day.
"Nathaniel, nice to see you again," Whitehurst cooed, grasping his hand in a firm grip. He turned to the assistant. "See that no one disturbs us."
Accompanied by a bit of small talk about family and mutual friends, Whitehurst escorted Nate over to an informal grouping of sofas and chairs. Appropriate for a man with homes in Newport, Southampton and Nice, the art on the walls came from a collection of Renaissance masters.
"Could I get you something to drink?" he asked, ever the congenial host.
"No thanks," Nate replied. "I saw Laurence Coyne in Washington yesterday. He cleared up a few things for me about the meeting coming up in Colorado. My wife is really looking forward to it."
"I'm sure she'll enjoy it. We couldn't have found a more beautiful setting. It's just a few days off, of course, but I had a couple of things to discuss with you that I did not think should wait until then. Incidentally, how have you evaluated your trip to Switzerland for the Council of Lyon? Did you find it beneficial?"
"It certainly gave me a new slant on the prospects for change in the Commonwealth of Independent States. I 'm sure the President would not agree with the stand we took at Lucerne."
Whitehurst leaned back in the plushly-upholstered chair and smiled. "You're thinking of what he told Chairman Latishev of Belarus, that America would come to his aid if he were attacked. In the first place, I don't see anyone attacking Belarus. Of course, there's always the possibility of a popular uprising. The Commonwealth Coordinating Committees have been seeking a more unified status for the old republics. At any rate, I'm sure the President was bluffing. He has no business involving American forces in internal disputes in that part of the world."
Nate could not agree with him more, but he wasn't so sure the situation would resolve itself into a simple "internal dispute." The reports coming through the Berlin office told of certain military commanders around the CIS conducting training exercises designed to have their troops ready to move on a moment's notice. When Whitehurst spoke again, Nate realized the concern he felt about those reports must have been reflected in the expression on his face.
"You seem to have some hesitation. Have your people been telling you something different?"
"My people?"
"I realize this may come as something of a surprise, Nathaniel, but I'm well aware of the nature of your business."
"Of course. It's public relations."
Whitehurst gave a low chuckle. "Come now, I'm prepared to lay my cards on the table. I'd appreciate it if you would do the same. I'm speaking of your Amber Group operations. I can't say who told me, but you can be sure it was someone at the top."
It had to be, thought Nate. Only those at the top were supposed to know. "How long have you known about us?"
"Actually, since not long after you started the business. I have told no one else, of course. But a man in my position must keep abreast of developments in many fields. Intelligence is one of the most vital. You are aware that Kingsley Marshall is a member of the Roundtable, as is the Secretary of State, the President's National Security Adviser and the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation."
Nate nodded. "I've seen their names on the roster. But I never thought� "
When he paused, Whitehurst picked up the thread. "That I would be privy to their counsel? I apologize for having neglected you in the past. It was an unfortunate oversight. I suppose I should have taken more notice after the job you did in that Poksu business. It was�"
"You knew about Poksu?" Outside himself, Burke Hill and Worldwide's Seoul office manager, only a handful of the President's top advisers were aware of the full details of that operation. Burke Hill had uncovered the South Korean president's plot to develop a nuclear capability and blackmail Japan. Burke had devised a plan to face down the Korean president, who reluctantly called off the plot. To express appreciation for their defusing a potential disaster, the President had invited the Highsmiths and Hills to an unpublicized private dinner at the White House.
"It was fortunate that you handled that one well, or we could have faced a terribly tragic situation over there," Whitehurst said. "For the past several months, some of my close colleagues and I have been keeping our eyes on you. We have been impressed."
"Well, I'm flattered. You're speaking of Roundtable colleagues?"
"I am. I'd better explain something about our organization of which not everyone is aware. We have what I would call a multi-tiered membership. First is the membership at large, a very loyal and supportive group, which takes in the majority of our roster. They subscribe to our general aims of improving the climate for closer cooperation between the nations of the world. The second tier includes men like yourself, people with a much larger stake in the global community, mostly heads of large firms in such fields as banking, communications, multinational industries. Also those who are leaders in government, key foundations, the top universities. These members help us maintain our influence in the most vital areas across the country. They can shape public opinion and give us the opportunity to exercise control over political and financial organizations and institutions. One of their most important roles is to deflect criticism of the Roundtable, to make fools of those reckless critics who attempt to paint us as some monstrous conspiracy."
Bernard Whitehurst crossed one leg over the other and spread his hands out in a gesture of open admission. "All right, perhaps it would be possible to make a case for conspiracy. But if so, it's clearly a conspiracy to make the world a more orderly place for the conduct of business, a place where people can go about their lives secure in the knowledge that capable hands are in control."
"There must be a third tier," Nate said, leaning an elbow on one arm of the chair and propping his chin on his fist.
"There is. The leadership of the Roundtable is vested in the Board of Directors. It is a self-perpetuating body of twenty members. It has full authority to set policy and take whatever actions it deems necessary to further the organization's goals. We currently have a vacancy on the board. It was my colleagues on the board I referred to earlier as being impressed by you. One member was assigned to observe you during the Lucerne meeting. He gave a most favorable report."
Nate smiled. "Christian Healy?"
"Yes."
"I remember he engaged me in some lengthy, probing conversations."
"He reported that you appeared to be in full agreement with our vision, a world economy with financial control in private hands. Above petty politics. To achieve this worthy goal, we must expand our influence over nations around the globe. This can be accomplished most easily with governments that exercise full power and authority over their people, meaning primarily socialist governments."
"Doesn't that go a bit against the grain? Socialism is a share the wealth philosophy."
"Not as far as we are concerned, Nathaniel. If the leadership is beholden to you, it's a consolidate and control the wealth program." He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward toward Nate, cool gray eyes staring intently. "Were we correct in our assessment that you are the man for our board vacancy?"
A position on the Roundtable board! Highsmith took a deep breath and replied, "I think you've filled the slot, Bernard." His smile was one of immense satisfaction. It would be the crowning achievement to his distinguished career in business and government.
"Excellent. I have a bottle of fine Scotch I'll break open if you will join me in a little toast to our future relationship."
"I would be honored."
Whitehurst went to the bar and poured two drinks, then brought the glasses back to where Nate was sitting. After touching glasses, they began to sip at their drinks and the FAR chairman looked across with a changed, now regretful expression on his face.
"I believe I said we had two things to talk about. The second is a most troubling one. It concerns one of your key employees."
Nate frowned. "Who?"
"Burke Hill."
"Burke is one of my oldest and most faithful people. He's the one who did most of the work on that Poksu conspiracy."
"I know. That is what makes it so troubling."
"Does it concern my recommendation of him for membership?"
Whitehurst nodded, then answered with another question. "Have you met Adam Stern?"
"We were introduced two years ago, I believe. I really haven't had any occasion to be associated with him."
"Well, Adam is somewhat in the same business as you. He's our intelligence arm. Laurence Coyne was familiar with Hill's role in that Jabberwock business, where he uncovered the assassination plot against the American and Soviet presidents. I understand he displayed a penchant for working outside the system. Anyway, Laurence suggested that Adam be particularly thorough in his investigation of Hill."
"Has he turned up some problem?" A worried frown accompanied the question.
"Hill lied to you a couple of nights ago when he called about using the company jet. His children were not actually ill. He made that up in a phone conversation with his wife."
Nate could not hide the shock he felt. "Why the devil would he do that?"
"Evidently he was in a hurry to get back from Mexico and did not want you to know why. It may have had something to do with what he told his wife the next morning. He said he had accidentally run into something in Mexico that was 'mighty shady,' as he put it. He said the Roundtable appeared to be right in the thick of it."
Nate was appalled at all of this, though he had no idea what it was about. "What do you suppose he meant?"
"Adam Stern was in Mexico a week ago to meet with a former Soviet KGB officer. He's involved in an operation to which we had given tacit approval. It is crucial to a movement that has surfaced in the CIS, aimed at what we were talking about earlier, the discussion at the Council of Lyon. The Trustees of the Council have supported the movement financially."
"And you think that's what he stumbled into?"
"Logic would indicate it, though we can't say for sure. If he did, he could cause trouble that would have grave consequences for our friends in the CIS."
"Would you like me to see what I can find out?"
"Yes. If Hill knows what's going on, it will be necessary to neutralize him."
That had an ominous sound to it. Nate realized it was imperative that he determine what Burke knew, perhaps reason with him about the necessity of keeping it confidential. Then a question suddenly occurred to him that he had overlooked earlier in the shock of Whitehurst's revelation.
"How did Stern get this information?"
The Chairman smiled. "By tapping Hill's telephone. He has some private investigators who do that sort of thing for him."
The wiretap the "exterminators" had found, Nate realized. And Burke was probably already in the process of launching an investigation to track down the culprit.
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Washington, D.C.
When it became clear that Adam Stern was the key to his dilemma, Burke Hill decided to pursue the "enforcer" from the few bits of information available. Colonel Rodman was convinced that Stern bore responsibility for the death of Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar. A starting point would be to determine if the FAR henchman could be placed in Washington at the time of the officer's "suicide."
Saddled with all of his normal responsibilities, Burke knew it would take him much too long to track down the information he needed. There was a possible solution, though it would have to be handled carefully. Worldwide had an extensive Research Department that carried out legitimate public relations research as well as more arcane assignments for the Amber Group. He had worked closely with them on many projects. The only drawback was that an official written request for information on Adam Stern would run the risk of getting back to Nate Highsmith. Burke decided to bypass the formalities.
One particularly talented fact-finder had a mind like the random access memory of a computer. Ask her a question and she could toss out all kinds of obscure information with ease. If the needed item wasn't in her memory banks, she had a network of sources that could usually access it with a minimum of delay. Brittany Pickerel was a small, dark-haired girl who had worked for the National Security Agency prior to joining Worldwide. She was also one of the original group that had staffed the Seoul office, where Burke had learned a healthy respect for her abilities. Just turned thirty, she had recently returned to Washington, where she continued to display the intensity of a chess master when pursuing a project. Nothing seemed to daunt her quest for the facts.
"I haven't had the opportunity to work with you in a long time," Brittany said when she was seated across the desk from him. "How are your wife and the twins? What are they now, about two?"
"I'd call it the precocious two's. As for Lori, she's doing fine. Oh, I have some news for you, from Korea."
"Did you hear from Jerry?"
"He called this morning. Ji-young is pregnant."
"Marvelous! Those are two of the nicest people I've ever run into."
Burke leaned forward on his desk, signaling the preliminaries were over. He wasn't very big on small talk. "I've got something I need help with, Brittany," he said, appearing to put it on a personal as well as a professional level. "I need some information pretty quickly, and I need the search kept as quiet as possible."
"I take it that means strictly between you and me?"
That was what he liked about Brittany. You didn't have to draw her any pictures. "Right. If anybody shows an interest in what you're doing, I want to know."
"I don't see any problem."
"Good. I'm concerned about a guy named Adam Stern."
* * *
After Brittany had left, Burke placed a call to his son, Cliff Walters. He had been given his mother's name while only a tot, after she and his father were divorced and Burke had disappeared into the limbo of an FBI undercover operation. Cliff was now a special agent in the Bureau's Philadephia Field Office. He and Burke had become reacquainted during Operation Hangover two years ago. Cliff was not in but returned the call along the middle of the afternoon.
"You don't usually call me at work," Cliff said. "Anything wrong?"
"No, I just needed a little unofficial official help."
"That sounds like trouble." He had never forgotten the shocking and dramatic encounter with his father in San Francisco, while he was investigating a Korean-American suspect and Burke was involved in the secret Korean operation for the White House. Cliff had been temporarily sidelined on orders of the President's National Security Adviser.
"Hey, would I cause my son trouble?" Burke protested with a chuckle.
"What do you need, Dad?"
"To know what the Bureau's files say about a guy named Adam Stern. He's an investigator of sorts with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable in New York. I could ask one of my old buddies here to check the computer on him, but I don't want to have to answer any questions."
"I'm not familiar with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Is it a non-profit organization?"
"Right."
"Good. That'll give me an excuse. I'm working a case involving some non-profits. I'll call you back."
Burke told Evelyn he had a luncheon appointment and left. Outside he hailed a taxi and instructed the driver to take him to National Airport. He found Roddy Rodman and Yuri Shumakov waiting with their bags near a restaurant off the main concourse. After they were seated and had ordered sandwiches, Burke took two envelopes from his attache case and handed one to each. "Here's your new identification papers."
Rodman was now known as "Phillip Fortune." Shumakov was "Viktor Burdin."
"Your plane tickets to San Antonio are also in there," he said. Lori had prepared them at home earlier, where she had an office complete with on-line computer and a printer that could imprint tickets. He also handed Roddy a Master Card. "This was issued to my wife's company, Clipper Cruise & Travel. You'll need it to pick up the rental car she's reserved for you. And you can use it along the way for gas and accommodations."
"Your wife is doing all of this for us?" Yuri asked in disbelief.
Burke smiled. "Not entirely for you. As I told Roddy last night, I have a vested interest in this deal. I've been asked to become a member of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. I want to know just what the hell is going on here before I do anything. Of course, from the looks of it, somewhere along the way we'll undoubtedly have to notify the police or the FBI."
He would deal with that when the time came. Romashchuk had not likely gone to all this trouble just to intimidate someone. But as long as he posed no immediate threat, Burke would be content to monitor his activities and hope he would somehow reveal his intentions. It was a calculated risk, but to make a move too quickly could have disastrous results for Roddy and Yuri. Plus it could spoil his chances of tracking down the link between Romashchuk and the Roundtable.
The waitress brought their sandwiches as they were looking over the new documents. Burke spread a thick layer of mustard on his corned beef and began to outline his plan. Chief Investigator Shumakov was experienced at surveillance. He and Roddy were to pick up the rental car, then check with the Krueger Produce Company to find out where the trailer filled with melons would be unloaded. They would stake out the area and wait for Romashchuk and his crew of guerrillas to arrive and retrieve their crates of weapons. After that, they would follow the group and report back to Burke on where it was headed.
Finally he took a small portable cellular telephone with a spare battery and charger from his attache case. He handed it to Roddy. "You can use this in the big cities and in a lot of the outlying areas. You have my numbers both at home and at the office. Better check with me whenever you get the chance. If anybody's looking for you, I'll let you know. But you shouldn't have any problems as long as you use those new identities."
Shortly after returning to the office, Burke received a call from his son in Philadelphia.
"Looks like you've picked an untouchable," Cliff said.
"That's not a term we used in my day."
"Well, it fits this guy. When I tried to open Mr. Stern's file, I got a message saying, 'For information on this subject, contact the Senior Undersecretary of State.' That means ordinary mortals, keep your cotton pickin' hands off."
"The Senior Undersecretary. That's the number two man at State. Would a message like that indicate CIA?"
"Possibly. Or some State Department intelligence organization."
"Okay. Thanks, Cliff. Say, do you have any plans for the Fourth?"
"With my seniority," he said glumly, "I'll probably be working."
Burke hung up the phone and considered that cryptic message in the FBI computer. If Stern did not still have some high connections, that message would have been erased several years ago when he departed the CIA for the private sector. It was a message with highly disturbing overtones. It meant some top people in the FBI and the State Department did not want anyone nosing into Mr. Stern's affairs. He did, indeed, appear to be an untouchable.
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Jetting about the country was normally a relaxing experience for Nate Highsmith. It was one of the perks of wealth and power that he particularly enjoyed. There was a pull-down table where he could work. He could catch up on his reading or listen to music or eavesdrop on the air traffic control frequencies. But the flight back from New York that afternoon proved anything but soothing. Nate spent most of the time mulling over what to do about Burke Hill.
The difficult part was that he had come to depend on Burke as a steady, calm hand in a crisis, an innovative intelligence pro, a knowledgeable financial officer and a caring, faithful friend. Why had he lied about the twins? He could have diverted the airplane on his own initiative without saying a word. So why did he feel the necessity of justifying his action? And what did he intend to do about this discovery of some "shady" business in which he thought the Roundtable was involved?
He recalled his first introduction to Burke when Kingsley Marshall, the CIA Director, gave him several dossiers on prospective employees he might use in setting up Worldwide Communications Consultants. Marshall told him how Hill had tracked down the Jabberwock conspirators, one of whom was the CIA's own counterintelligence chief. But what had impressed Nate Highsmith most was how Burke had doggedly struggled to make his own way despite all the obstacles. Both parents had died just before his graduation from high school. He worked as a clerk for the FBI while going to George Washington University, then scored high marks in agent training. For thirteen years, he compiled an excellent record with the Bureau. He spent the last few of those years working in a group under direct control of the whimsical J. Edgar Hoover, carrying out assignments that were frequently illegal, or at best unethical, on the strength of the great man's word that they were proper and in the best interests of the nation. Nate knew that in later years, it was a subject that caused Burke no small amount of pain. His career had been shockingly terminated by the impulsive Director in an attempt to cover up the failure of Hoover's ill-considered scheme to infiltrate the Mafia. Hoover blacklisted him and used the FBI to thwart every attempt to restart his career in other areas.
After several years of self-imposed exile, Burke had taken on the Jabberwock conspirators in an Indiana Jones crusade. In the process, he proved Hoover's "failure" accusation patently false. He showed that he had risen above the slavish path of mistaken duty forced on him by the powerful, charismatic Director. Clearly, he was now his own man, someone with an ingrained sense of what was right and proper, a person no longer intimidated by the trappings of power and prestige.
As he considered it, Nate realized it was these same qualities that were the likely source of the current problem. He would have to tread carefully through this emotionally-charged mine field. For the sake of their continued longterm relationship, he thought it best not to confront Burke with any accusations but to give him every reason and every opportunity to come forward on his own.
* * *
It was late afternoon when Toni Carlucci called Burke with word that he was wanted in Nate Highsmith's office. Burke had been concerned over the best approach to tracking down the details on Adam Stern ever since talking with his son. Maybe it was time to get things out in the open and confront Nate head-on with what he knew concerning the mysterious FAR agent. But as he walked down the corridor to Nate's office, he thought of Brittany and decided to wait and see what she was able to dig up.
Toni was on the phone but nodded toward the door to Nate's office. When Burke entered, he found Highsmith scanning a thick amber file.
"How was New York?" Burke inquired casually.
"Same as ever. Rushing, crowded. When I lived there, I thought it was the greatest place in the world. From this vantage point, I'm not so sure."
"The place is a bit much for me," Burke said. Then, like donning a bright new tie, he promptly put on a winning smile. "Say, I've got some good news to report."
"What's that?"
"The twins are going to be okay. The tests came back negative. Probably just had a virus of some sort. Antibiotics should take care of everything."
"Glad to hear that," Nate said, though his frown did not convey that feeling with any degree of intensity. Then a smile slowly began to creep across his face. "I have some good news, too. Bernard Whitehurst informed me that I've been selected for a vacant seat on the Foreign Affairs Roundtable board of directors."
Burke's expression reflected more surprise than pleasure. "That's great, Nate. Congratulations." This added another complicating factor to the equation, he thought. It effectively removed any doubt that Nate should be on the inside when it came to operations involving FAR staff.
"This will give you a direct link to the board's activities," Nate said, as if he were offering Burke a key to open the inner sanctum. "If you ever have any questions or any problems about projects the Roundtable is involved in, you know you can come to me. I'll be happy to address any concerns."
"Sure, Nate. Thanks." He attempted to sound upbeat, but he was confused. Had he said anything that might indicate a problem with the Roundtable?
"I think I should take you to the Federal Club and let you meet more of our members," Nate continued, watching Burke carefully as he spoke. It was an exclusive private club where Nate frequently went for lunch. "The next time Laurence Coyne comes down, he'll probably bring Adam Stern with him. I'd like you to meet Stern."
The mention of Stern's name sent Burke's eyes snapping open like a high-speed shutter. The picture they got was a murky one. This little chat had suddenly taken on a disturbing tone. The talk about possible problems or questions concerning Roundtable projects, the sudden tossing in of Adam Stern's name. It sounded as though Nate was aware of what he had encountered in Mexico. But that was out of the question. Unless, he reflected, Roberto Garcia had gone back on his word. Burke had been certain Roberto would remain silent, even though the Mexico City manager was obviously quite concerned that the Shining Path guerrillas were entering the U.S.
"Adam is a former CIA officer," Nate was saying. He glanced away for the first time, as though he had already seen what he was looking for, and wasn't pleased with what he saw. "He's involved in a number of Roundtable projects. After you begin to take part, you'll better understand how vital the organization is to the establishment of world order. I daresay, to the very future of mankind. Of course, you and I, of all people, realize that only those with access to all the facts can make informed judgments regarding particular operations. As you well know, when someone sees only a part of the picture, it is difficult to understand exactly what is taking place and why. But I can assure you, whatever the Foreign Affairs Roundtable gets involved in, it is designed to further the interests of the United States as well as the world at large. Oh, and incidentally, I wanted to caution you about the possibility of an Amber Group operation accidentally running afoul of something the FAR is involved in. If that should happen, I'm sure I can count on you to inform me immediately."
Burke was so distressed by what he was hearing that it took a moment to realize the last comment required an answer. "Ah, yeah, Nate. Right. You can count on me."
Now he was positive. Nate had to be aware that he knew something about Adam Stern's involvement in Mexico. And that would mean Nate had knowledge of Major Romashchuk's activities. That little speech was clearly designed to allay his fears, to convince him that without access to the big picture, he could not properly judge what was going on. But how could a group of Peruvian terrorists armed with chemical weapons possibly be involved in anything designed to further the interests of the United States, not to mention the world at large? There was no way.
He wondered again if Roberto had gotten cold feet and called Nate. If so, Garcia must have heard the same song and dance intended to stop him from pursuing the matter further.
From what had been said, it seemed that Nate expected him to confess to how he had stumbled onto the Stern-Romashchuk operation. That would mean telling about his encounter with Colonel Rodman and Yuri Shumakov. Burke couldn't bring himself to do that. Evidently the purpose of this discussion was to get him to open up and tell exactly what he knew. He didn't intend to play that game.
"I'll keep everything you've told me in mind," he said solemnly. "Did you need me for anything else? I've got some calls to make."
Nate shook his head, somewhat sadly. "No, that's all."
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Mexico-Texas Border
The caravan of eighteen-wheelers from San Miguel de Allende pulled into the Mexican customs compound at Nuevo Laredo on the Texas border around four. They had left San Luis Potos� early that morning, but the journey was nearly over. The lead truck was driven by a young mestizo called Pele. He was a bit nervous until he saw a familiar face on the agricultural inspector walking toward his rig.
"�Amigo!" he called with a broad grin on his own squarish brown face.
"Mario," said the inspector. "Haven't seen you lately. Where have you been?"
The young driver climbed down from his elevated perch in the tractor. "I've been going south recently, but I'm headed for San Antonio now." A couple of years ago, he would have had to unload no farther than ten miles across the border. But thanks to the North American Free Trade Agreement, Mexican drivers could now continue on to their destinations.
The inspector checked his papers. "Melons, eh? Let me take a look at a sample crate." His job was to inspect for grade. Although most fruits and vegetables entered the U.S. through Nogales, Arizona, there was enough produce traffic here to keep the few inspectors busy. Like their American counterparts on the other side of the border, they would only do spot checks unless they had some reason to dig deeper.
Mario was anxious to get on across the Rio Bravo, or the Rio Grande as the gringos called it, and go through U.S. Customs. He had been hesitant about this run when they first approached him. But with the size of the bonus promised, and the assurance that the odd-looking crates beneath the melons did not contain narcotics or anything a sniffing dog could detect, he had been satisfied that it was well worth the risk. When the inspector gave him a thumbs up a few minutes later, he climbed back behind the steering wheel and headed for the border, a happy grin on his face.
* * *
Adam Stern stood at his office window, his gaze sweeping from the earthbound traffic that clogged the Queensboro Bridge to the airborne glut that swarmed around La Guardia, looking like hornets seeking entry to their nest. But his mind was elsewhere. General Zakharov had called about the problem of Colonel Rodman and Yuri Shumakov. Stern was not worried about them as long as they continued to hide out in Mexico. But this damnable Burke Hill was another matter. Bernard Whitehurst had given Hill's boss the job of looking into the possibility that his actions might cloud their plans. Stern would much rather have taken care of the situation his own way, but both the Chairman and Laurence Coyne had vetoed it. Hill was no candidate for suicide, Coyne chided. Whitehurst cautioned that the man was too well known to risk some overt action that might go wrong at this stage, possibly blowing the whole operation. But if Nathaniel Highsmith couldn't control him, or if he showed signs of interfering with Romashchuk's mission, they would be forced to re-evaluate.
The telephone interrupted his thoughts. He turned back to his desk.
"Adam," said a low, husky voice, "this is Brad. I have some information that may or may not indicate a problem."
He recognized Bradford Pickens, Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, a former Chicago police commissioner who had earned a reputation as an uncompromising, tough-on-crime administrator. He was also a loyal, dedicated Roundtable member. "What's up?"
"An agent in Philadelphia queried the computer for your file today. He got the message to contact the State Department. I don't know if he followed up. You might want to check it out."
"Any idea what his interest is?"
"He's working a case involving some non-profit organizations, so it could be related to that. The Roundtable isn't one of the targets, however." He gave a slight chuckle. "I wouldn't let things get that far out-of-hand."
"Do you have the agent's name?"
"Special Agent Clifford Walters. Does that ring a bell?"
"No, but I'll look into it in the morning. By the way, there are two men the police are looking for down in Mexico who could cause us some trouble. One is an American named Warren Rodman, the other a Belarusian named Yuri Shumakov, alias Ivan Netto. There's a chance the Mexicans may want to look for them here. Let me know if you hear anything."
"Sure, Adam. Be happy to. Are you going to Colorado?"
"No, I have too much to do here. What about you?"
"I'll be there unless the Attorney General orders otherwise."
Stern gave a dismissive grunt. "He wouldn't dare."
* * *
Evelyn Tilson stuck her head in Burke's door shortly before five, squinched up her eyes and shook her head. "My headache's got a headache. I think I'll cut out."
"Why didn't you say something earlier?"
"I had lunch with Toni. She has the same problem but said she couldn't leave with the Chief buzzing around in New York. I didn't want to look like a malingerer."
"You women. That sounds like one-downmanship."
"One-downpersonship, please."
"Go home, Evelyn. Hope you feel better in the morning."
"Are you camping out here tonight?"
"No. I'll be leaving pretty soon. I didn't get much sleep last night."
"I thought you said the twins were better."
He smiled. "They are. A little personal project kept me up. See you tomorrow."
After she had left, Burke leaned back in his chair, propped a foot on his desk and opened a report from Berlin that had come in during the afternoon. It dealt with the situation in the Commonwealth of Independent States. He wanted to read it before he went home.
An account executive who had just returned from a business trip to Minsk reported a contact, high in the ranks of the Minsk militia, confided that there was growing concern among the Belarus leadership about the possibility of some sort of disturbance during the CIS summit starting on the fifth. He questioned the loyalty of a faction of the military and said there was growing animosity between the government and the Commonwealth Coordinating Committee.
Burke had made it halfway through the lengthy report when his eyes began to drift shut. The loss of sleep had finally caught up with him. As he attempted to fight off the drowsiness by stretching his arms, the phone rang.
"This is Brittany," said a soft, pleasant voice. "I'm surprised you're still there."
"I didn't expect you to be working this late, either."
"You know me. When I get absorbed in something, time completely escapes me. Want me to come up and give you a report, or shall I hold it until morning?"
"My door's open. Come on up."
A few minutes later, Brittany walked in with a yellow legal pad and a large brown envelope. She pulled a photograph from the envelope and laid it on his desk.
"Adam Stern is the one on the left," she said.
The picture showed a rather ordinary-looking man with a stocky build, dark hair, his jaw slightly off-color as if he needed a shave. He was holding a cocktail glass and had a one-sided grin on his face. Dressed in a dark suit, he stood talking with a tall, nattily-attired, white-haired man.
"That's Bernard Whitehurst, isn't it?"
Brittany nodded. "International banker, Foreign Affairs Roundtable chairman. It was shot by a news photographer at a reception last year. You can see Stern wasn't looking directly at the camera. When he realized his picture had been snapped, he cornered the photographer and demanded that his face not appear in the newspaper. They didn't have room to run it anyway. But they filed it for future reference."
"How did you get it?"
She smiled. "It cost me an arm and a leg. Well, more like a full body. I had to agree to a dinner date. It's a cute guy, though. I met him at the paper recently while looking up info on some other people for a PR campaign."
"Fantastic, Brittany. What else do you have?"
She sat down and propped the yellow pad in her lap. "There's a real dearth of information about the Roundtable, as well as your Mr. Stern. From open sources, I didn't get much more than he's in his mid-forties, unmarried, has worked for the Roundtable for about four years. But I learned from an ex-CIA friend that he came to the Agency right out of Amherst. He served as a case officer in Eastern Europe for ten years, then became a covert operations specialist. He was involved in Nicaragua and Afghanistan, among other hot spots. His title at the FAR is executive assistant to the president. But he's known variously as a 'facilitator' and as 'the enforcer.'"
Burke shook his head and grinned. "You're a jewel, Brittany. I'd probably have spent a week coming up with that."
She gave him an embarrassed smile. "I don't believe that, Mr. Hill. You're a flatterer." She turned a page in her pad. "I also checked at the Federal Club and learned the hotel Mr. Coyne uses when he comes to town. I called and found that Stern stays there as well. When I learned the date of Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar's death, I called a friend at the hotel and asked him to check the records and see if Stern was registered then. I should hear from him in the morning."
"How do you acquire all these friends?" Burke asked.
"Probably the same way you cultivated informants as an FBI agent. I do a lot of nosing around, contacting people with their fingers on the pulse of the business community. A PR researcher deals in facts and figures. I get to know a lot of people who run the computers at various locations. Those things can give you just about any information you want."
"Well, you certainly did a bang-up job on this one, Brittany. Let me know what you come up with in the morning."
* * *
Not far from downtown San Antonio was a neglected section of small, rundown frame houses on a street whose most notable feature was a large vacant lot where scrubby trees grew among a cluster of rusting junked cars. The street ran along a low hill, making the vacant lot an excellent vantage point for observation of the commercial area beyond.
Roddy Rodman and Yuri Shumakov had scouted out the area earlier, after tracking down the location of Kreuger Produce Company. The narrow street intersected at the bottom of the hill with the access road to the produce firm's fenced enclosure. The melons aboard the Carga la Plata trailer would be unloaded at the long dock behind the company's large, concrete block warehouse building.
Standing beneath a stunted oak tree beside the remains of a Ford pickup truck as rusty as a sunken battleship, the pair of trackers, armed with high-resolution binoculars, scanned the area as they waited. The slanting rays of the late-afternoon sun gradually encroached on their small oasis of shade, adding to the discomfort of the stakeout. The temperature had been in the mid-nineties most of the afternoon, and the humidity seemed to lag not far behind.
As his gaze swung around the compound, Roddy suddenly spotted a silver tractor-trailer rig approaching from the access road. "Hey, look." He pointed excitedly. "Silver truck and trailer. Has 'Carga la Plata' painted on the side."
Shumakov swung his binoculars in the direction Roddy was pointing. "Yes, and look behind it. A gray van pulling a� a what do you call it?"
"A U-Haul trailer," said Roddy, noting the white rectangular box on wheels with the big orange stripe around it. It would easily hold the weapons. He speculated that it would contain some sort of shock absorbing material, sand or poly foam.
As they watched, the truck moved around behind the building and backed up to the dock. The van pulled over to the side of the lot.
Shortly after the melon unloading process began, the Mexican driver strolled over to the van. As Roddy and Yuri focused in with their binoculars, they saw Nikolai Romashchuk step out onto the asphalt.
"There's our man," said Rodman. And as he recalled what had happened in Guadalajara, he added, "The bastard who killed Elena."
"And one of those responsible for my brother's death," Shumakov said.
When the Kreuger crew had finished unloading the produce, the driver pulled his trailer over to Romashchuk's van. The Major climbed in, followed by four Peruvians. A few minutes later, they reappeared and gently lowered two crates into the U-Haul trailer.
As Romashchuk handed a handful of bills to the Mexican, Roddy turned to his partner. "We'd better get back to the car."
* * *
With Yuri at the wheel of the blue Ford Taurus, they paused on the hill until the van pulled into the intersection. Then Yuri launched their pursuit. Where would it end, he wondered? Would he get his chance to confront Nikolai Romashchuk and learn who had killed Vadim Trishin? That was the tenuous thread of possibility that had allowed him to fight his way this far in the face of all kinds of negative odds. How much longer could he hang on, and if he were successful, what would he find back home when he got there? For the first time in several days, he thought about General Borovsky and the troubling investigation that had started it all. Surely someone had taken over after his disappearance. He wondered what they had been able to ferret out? Had General Zakharov resurfaced? Then he remembered Latishev's concern about interference with the CIS meeting on July fifth. That was only six days off.
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Alexandria, Virginia
Lila Rodman was a young woman with a zest for life and a penchant for making friends. She had quickly thrown herself headlong into activities of her new community. She had a passion for music, and being the granddaughter of a Methodist minister, she promptly joined the choir at a nearby United Methodist Church. At one of her first rehearsals, she was introduced to a guest soloist, a young Air Force sergeant named Ian McGregor. After the service that Sunday, he had taken Lila and her mother out to eat. She had dated him several times since then.
McGregor was a natural musician. He played trumpet and French horn with a flair and could hold his own on half a dozen other instruments, including guitar. In addition, he had a rich baritone voice. He had polished his innate talents through professional studies during two years of college. Then his parents had gone through a nasty divorce. To avoid the crossfire, he had dropped out of school and joined the Air Force. Now a member of the U.S. Air Force Band, stationed at Bolling Air Force Base just across the Potomac from Alexandria, he had been chosen for a new band offshoot called The ThunderBards. They performed a variety of folk music. Ian's father was a native of Edinburgh. With that heritage, he was given the lead on Scottish airs, perfecting a Gaelic accent for songs by Robert Burns.
Ian brought Lila home early that evening because of a meeting at the base.
"Have you heard from Daddy?" was her first question to her mother.
Karen shook her head. "Not yet. I expect he'll call later this evening."
"He didn't say when he was going to be back?"
"No. He just said he would try to get back as soon as he could." She had promised Roddy not to worry Lila by mentioning the difficulties he faced.
"Let me talk to him when he calls. They've made some changes in the program for that July Fourth concert at the Capitol. The ThunderBards are going to be featured in a medley of folk songs. I want all of us there to cheer Ian when he performs. Most of the congressional leadership will be there in the VIP seats."
Karen smiled. "That's great, Lila. I know Roddy wants to meet him."
But after her daughter had gone to her room, Karen Rodman dropped the smile. She had a gnawing fear that something would happen to thwart this budding reunion with her husband. For a long time she had tried to convince herself that it was all over between them. Roddy was in Mexico. Another country, another world. The crash and the court-martial had left him a physical and mental cripple. He no longer had any room in his life for her. She had built a life without him and now was on the brink of fulfilling her entrepreneurial dream with the dress shop.
But when he had suddenly reappeared, he seemed virtually the same Roddy she had known and loved for years. Those defenses she had erected, the barriers she had built, had dissolved like a sand fortress washed by the surf. She'd had to restrain herself to keep from throwing her arms around him as Lila had done. But she had to be sure, to be certain she wasn't building up hopes that would be dashed again.
When they had parted after dinner last night, Roddy had held her hand for a moment and said he hoped to see her again today. She was reminded of the nervous young cadet she had first dated some twenty-five years ago. And then came that late evening call, explaining why he would not be around today. He had promised to phone, for her own good he wouldn't say from where, and gave her Burke Hill's number to call in case of an emergency.
She didn't like the idea of his following a man like this Major Romashchuk, but she accepted that it was probably Roddy's only chance to clear his name and his reputation. She could only pray that everything would work out as he hoped.
* * *
It was around 9:30 p.m. when Burke answered the phone in the family room.
"This is Roddy."
With no background noise, Burke assumed it was not a cellular call. "Where are you?"
"Austin, Texas."
"Did our friends pick up their goodies?" By habit, Burke spoke cryptically even when there was little chance of being overheard. He had brought home a device to check for hidden transmitters and phone taps. Everything checked out clear.
"Got them in a U-Haul behind a gray Chevy van."
"Are you holed up for the night?"
"Roger. After they checked into this motel, I asked for a room on the side where they parked the van. Yuri and I are planning to sleep in shifts. As soon as they show up, we'll be ready to hit the road behind them."
"I don't suppose you have any indication where they're headed?"
"Negative. We may get some better idea tomorrow."
"Well, keep your eyes open and be careful."
Then Roddy asked the question that had been uppermost in his mind. "Anybody looking for us yet?"
"So far haven't heard a thing."
* * *
Roddy called Karen and assured her he was fine and in no danger, at the moment. She told him to hold on for Lila.
"Hey, young lady." He greeted his daughter. "How's my girl?"
"I'm fine. Just a bit concerned that you dashed off before you'd hardly gotten settled down. Mom said it was business. Are you still licensed to fly in the States?"
"I'm not flying. Driving. I hope to be back in a couple of days."
"You'd better. I told Ian you would be here for the July Fourth concert at the Capitol. His group, The ThunderBards, will be featured on the program."
"Sounds great, Lila. Shouldn't be any problem."
Brave words, he thought as he hung up. No problem at all. Just hope to hell Yuri could keep Romashchuk from realizing he was being followed. If they were spotted, a call to the Major's friend Adam Stern would probably result in a hasty summons of reinforcements. He would have to talk to Yuri about keeping an eye on the traffic behind them. In combat flying, you never left your rear unprotected.
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Washington, D.C.
It was the last day of June and Burke Hill began gathering figures for a comprehensive analysis of Worldwide Communications Consultants' current financial condition. It would take several days to get final reports from all of the outlying offices, but the computer here in Washington would reveal most of the details. As he looked over some of the preliminary data, he made notes on particular items for further review. On encountering a category entitled "Office of the President," his thoughts inevitably wandered in another direction.
He didn't see how he could avoid a showdown with Highsmith much longer. If Nate did not offer some rational explanation for the presence of Major Romashchuk and his guerrilla force, and at the moment such a possibility lay beyond his imagination, Burke knew his only option would be to resign from the company. He would also report everything he knew to the FBI, to Dr. Geoffrey Wharton, the President's National Security Adviser, and, just to be safe, to an editor he had met from The Washington Post.
His thoughts were interrupted by a call from a ruffled Fred Birnbaum.
"Have you tried to contact Yuri Shumakov in Minsk?" the FBI agent asked.
"Yeah," Burke lied, not wanting to rouse any suspicions. "I wasn't able to reach him."
"Well, I thought I'd better warn you. I don't know what's happened. It doesn't make sense."
"What doesn't?"
"He's on the Interpol wanted list. Seems he's been on it for a couple of weeks but I just became aware of it. They accused him of a homicide in Minsk."
"That's strange," Burke said. "Do you think he could do something like that?"
"I wouldn't have thought so. I recall him telling me there was a lot of jealousy among people in the prosecutor's office. Particularly toward anybody with a high degree of conscientiousness. I guess it's a holdover from the old communist system."
"Are you implying somebody could have framed him?"
"It's possible. I really can't say. I found out about it when Interpol put out a new bulletin saying he had been reported in Mexico using the alias 'Ivan Netto.'"
They were getting damned close, Burke thought. No doubt that would stimulate the Mexicans to increase their efforts. The next development would be to place Shumakov on the Worldwide Communications Consultants' aircraft departing the country. Then an FBI agent would soon be knocking on his door.
* * *
The board of directors of the Robert and Amanda Highsmith Foundation, the think tank Nate Highsmith had named to honor the memory of his parents, held its quarterly meeting in Philadelphia that morning. As chairman, Nate presided over the session. Among invited guests from the professional staff was Dr. Jared Ketterhagen, one of two senior fellows who had been studying developments among the former Central Asian republics of the Soviet Union. They would soon outline their findings in a heavily footnoted article for one of the foreign policy journals.
"Do you have any insights on how those republics will react at the Commonwealth of Independent States' meeting in Minsk next week, Dr. Ketterhagen?" Highsmith asked.
The former political science professor was a tall, gaunt figure with a long, wrinkled face that disappeared into the hairless expanse that covered the top of his head. He had a low and ominous voice.
"The Commonwealth Coordinating Committees have been working diligently in Central Asia. They want the governments to agree on measures that would appear to subordinate their sovereignty to that of the Commonwealth. However, most heads of state have resisted, desirous of not giving up their present control."
"Do their military forces go along with this?" Nate asked.
"These republics don't have the strongest of military forces. Nothing like the larger European states. And they seem to be fractious. I would say you could find commanders who would readily side with the Coordinating Committees. But I hardly think they would act on their own. The governments all believe that we, as the only remaining superpower, would readily come to their rescue in case of an attack."
"And what do you think, Dr. Ketterhagen?"
"You are in a much better position than I am to answer that, Mr. Highsmith."
Nate smiled indulgently. "I'm afraid my office is a little too far down Sixteenth Street to pick up rumblings from the White House."
When the meeting concluded, the directors adjourned to an adjacent room for cocktails while the large, oval-shaped conference table was set for lunch. The meal was catered by a nearby hotel. By the time the cigars were passed out, mints for the sole female director, everyone appeared comfortable, relaxed and overfed.
Nate Highsmith was about to light up when a secretary advised him that he had a telephone call. He took it in the plushly appointed Chairman's Office.
"Nathaniel," said Bernard Whitehurst's smooth voice, "I trust I'm not interrupting anything. They said you had just finished lunch."
"Quite all right, Bernard. I would probably be better off if you had interrupted earlier. I'm feeling stuffed."
"Well, I hope it was the right stuff." Whitehurst chuckled at his witticism, then immediately turned serious. "What were you able to determine about Burke Hill?"
Highsmith frowned and breathed a deep sigh. He knew he had failed to rectify the problem with minimal damage. "I gave him a little lecture which I hoped would spur him to come clean and tell me what he knows. I regret to say I did not succeed."
"You learned nothing?"
"Nothing verbally. But his body language told me that he knows something about Adam Stern that disturbs him."
"I am afraid we have a real problem. These next few days are crucial. I can understand your desire to handle this with kid gloves. But if you cannot guarantee Hill's noninterference, I will have to give the job to someone who doesn't operate with gloves on."
Nate didn't like the sound of the threat, but from Whitehurst's tone it appeared there was a significant problem. One that called for drastic measures. Then Nate had an idea of a way to defuse things with no real consequences. "If I got him out of town, a long, long way out of town. Say for at least a week. Would that take care of the problem?"
"How far away?"
"Seoul, South Korea."
"You could manage that without creating suspicion?"
"We have an office there that Burke helped open when we were involved in that Poksu affair. I can send him over there to do an audit. That was what he was doing in Mexico City."
"How soon?"
"I'll have him on an airplane in the morning."
* * *
Burke had just returned from lunch when Roddy called. From the sound of his voice, Burke knew he was on the road this time.
"Where are you?"
"Cruising through Texarkana on I-30."
"Headed where?"
"According to the signs, Little Rock is the next place of any consequence."
"Have you seen any indication the Major knows you're back there?"
"Yuri says he can't be positive, but it looks like we're still in good shape."
Burke had a Southwestern States map on his desk and he spread it out to show Texas and Arkansas. "What time did you start out this morning?"
"Seven."
"From the looks of this map, by the time you get to Little Rock, you'll have been on the road at least ten hours. I'd think he would be ready for a little rest."
"I'm sure we will."
Burke refolded the map as he cradled the phone to his ear. "I'll check with Lori and see if her car rental contact could arrange to swap cars with you in Little Rock. If you're going to be stopping there, call me as soon as you're settled in."
* * *
The head of the Research Department had given Brittany Pickerel an assignment that required a trip to the Library of Congress. The neoclassical facility, which shared Capitol Hill with the Supreme Court and Capitol buildings, catalogued eighty-four-million items, a fact that absolutely fascinated her. But she quickly searched out the information she needed, then found a pay phone and called her data processing friend at the Presidential Plaza Hotel.
"I don't want to sound like I'm pushing you, David," she said apologetically, "but just wondered if you had anything for me yet?"
"The persistent Miss Pickerel. I knew you'd be calling. Matter of fact, I have it right here, if I can lay my hands on it." There was the sound of shuffling papers as he searched his desk. "Here we go. Adam Stern checked in at 2:45 p.m. on March seventeenth, St. Patrick's Day, and checked out on the nineteenth at 7:30 a.m."
The morning that Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar's body was found.
Brittany enjoyed working with Burke Hill. He treated her like a professional equal and gave her free rein to follow her instincts. Though she was not trained as an intelligence officer, she had been exposed to them enough to absorb their mindset. She decided it was time to renew a newspaper acquaintance from the days before she had left for Korea. His name was Stanley Dahlman. He was one of the better known investigative reporters in the capital. A prima donna with a highly inflated view of himself, Dahlman had taken to Brittany because she indulged his ego. His vanity wouldn't let him admit she only did it for the help he could provide her.
"Stan, this is Brittany Pickerel," she said when she got him on the phone. "I arrived back in town recently and noted your by-line still dominates the front pages."
"Bob Woodward is about over the hill, you know. Somebody had to take his place. How are you doing, girl? Where have you been?"
"I've been working in Seoul, South Korea the past couple of years."
"The hell you have. Been taking part in those student riots?"
She laughed. "You know that's not my style, Stan."
"Don't give me that. It's the quiet ones who can stir up the most trouble. Still water runs deep and all that."
"I'm not interested in stirring up any trouble, but I could use a little help."
"Lay it on me."
"The brother of a friend of mine from Texas committed suicide here recently. She doesn't suspect any foul play, but she wants to know exactly what happened. She asked if I would look into it for her."
"What do you need?"
"The medical examiner reported he died from an overdose of a sleeping pill. Dalmane, I believe. Any chance you could get me a look at the pill bottle they found beside his bed?"
"You like to make it tough on a guy, don't you?"
"Come on, Stan. I know an award-winning investigative reporter like you has all kinds of contacts and works miracles on a regular basis."
His voice turned smug. "I have built quite a reputation, haven't I? You still working the same place? What was it, Worldwide Communications?"
"Right. But I'm over at the Library of Congress now."
"Soon be lunchtime. You want to get a bite? Maybe we can go take a look at this pill bottle afterward?"
Brittany wasn't sure she was ready for that much of Stanley Dahlman. It could be as bad as an overdose of Dalmane, but the possibility of an immediate answer to her "friend's" request led her to accept the invitation.
The restaurant just off Pennsylvania Avenue was packed, but the air conditioning provided a welcome relief to the broiling sun on the sidewalk. Fortunately, the noontime din drowned out half of Dahlman's avidly detailed exploits. But Brittany grinned and nodded enough to keep him satisfied. Afterward, they took a cab over to a Metropolitan Police building where evidence from crimes and incidents of uncertain cause was stored. Dahlman knew the sergeant in charge and explained what Brittany wanted to see.
The officer was gone for a few minutes, then returned with a kraft envelope tied up with string. He opened the flap and poured the contents onto the counter.
"This is what the investigators took from the scene," the sergeant explained. "Probably the contents of the bedside table."
He pushed the objects around with a pair of kitchen tongs. Brittany saw a brown plastic pill container, a small, two-blade pocket knife, a five-ounce plastic cup and a small black penlite. Everything was smudged with black fingerprint powder.
"You can pick it up with this," said the sergeant, handing over the tongs.
Brittany lifted the pill bottle and read the prescription label. It included Colonel Bolivar's name, the prescription number, the date "March 18," the medication "Dalmane," the name and address of the pharmacy and "Dr. Hailey." The label indicated the bottle contained thirty 30 milligram capsules. The instructions said "Take one at bedtime as needed." She took a small pad from her handbag and wrote down the information. The pharmacy, she noted, was at a drug store in Silver Spring, Maryland, a suburb near the northern point of the District. Bolivar had lived on the north side of Washington, though not all that close to Silver Spring.
Fortunately, the name Juan Bolivar had meant nothing to Stanley Dahlman and he showed no interest in the case. Brittany thanked him for lunch and the help and explained that she had to get back to the office. When the cab let her out, she went directly to the garage, retrieved her car and headed out Sixteenth Street toward Silver Spring.
The drug store was located in a strip center that included a supermarket and a variety of small specialty shops. Brittany approached one of the pharmacists, a thin man with black-rimmed glasses, white hair and a small white mustache. She put on her best girl-in-trouble manner.
"I hope you can help me," she began. "My brother-in-law asked me to check with his doctor about a prescription. He was on his way out of town and he's supposed to call tonight. I can't find my note with the doctor's name and address, but I have the prescription number."
She handed him a slip of paper with the number on it.
The pharmacist held his head up to look through his bifocals and punched the number into the computer. "Here it is. Is his name John Bolivar?"
"It's Juan."
He accepted the correction with a nod. "The doctor's name is Hailey."
"Would you have the prescription slip, so I could get his address and phone number?"
The man rumpled his forehead with a frown. "March eighteenth. Yeah, it would be filed in a box in the back. It may take me a couple of minutes."
"I hate to put you to all this trouble," she apologized with an appreciative smile.
He grinned with a shake of his head. "No trouble."
He came back with a slip that appeared torn from a prescription pad. It listed the physician as "Morton Hailey" with a Chevy Chase address. The western suburb was next door to Bethesda, location of the National Institutes of Health and the big naval hospital that treated Presidents and congressmen and the like. Brittany found a pay phone at the front of the store and dialed the number for Dr. Hailey. After a couple of rings, she heard:
"The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service."
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Veracruz, Mexico
Sergio Mu�os suffered from the Rodney Daingerfield syndrome. Most of the time he got no respect and cringed when someone used the offensive nickname Corto, Shorty. He usually wore a glued-on frown and carried a large chip on his small shoulder. But after a couple of days of sunning among the scantily-clad bodies that formed a sea of flesh across the sandy Veracruz beach, he was in an upbeat mood. He even smiled when his sons got into a playful shoving match.
It was late afternoon. While Sergio took turns napping and ogling the girls, his wife sat on the big red and yellow towel reading a newspaper. He'd always said when the Good Lord returned to earth, He would find her either gossiping or reading. After awhile, she turned to him with a curious voice. "On the way down here, you mentioned something about looking for a man wanted for murder."
He raised his head on one elbow. "A gringo. Rodman, I believe."
"Well, they're still looking. The paper has pictures of him and a man called Ivan Netto they say was with him."
"Netto?"
"That's the name he used. They just learned his real name was Shumakov. The Belarus government says he is wanted there for murder. Where is Belarus?"
Sergio bolted upright. Ivan Netto. Born in Russia. Tall, thin man with horn-rim glasses. He reached for the newspaper. "Let me see those pictures."
He stared at the photo of Netto/Shumakov. It was the same man. He was positive. And Colonel Warren Rodman. �Madre de Dios! It was one of the other two who had boarded the American jet.
Startled at his reaction, his wife frowned. "What is it, Sergio?"
"I processed those men out of the country early Wednesday morning. Get your things. Where are the boys? Let's go. I have to call my supervisor."
* * *
Burke Hill had just finished his preliminary work on the financial report late that afternoon when Evelyn Tilson called on the intercom.
"Mr. Highsmith is here to see you."
Burke walked to the door and met him.
"We have a problem in Seoul," Highsmith said tersely as he entered the office and took a chair. His face mirrored the gravity he felt.
"I thought we were in good shape there?" Burke said, feeling relief in the assumption that Nate's problem did not concern Adam Stern and the Foreign Affairs Roundtable.
"There have been some hints lately that things might not be as rosy as we thought. I got back from a Foundation meeting in Philadelphia this afternoon and found a fax from Jerry Chan. He is having real trouble with some key accounts. He wants me to send you over right away to try and straighten things out. I think it calls for a full blown audit. I've already checked and we can get you on the flight to Seoul that leaves around six in the morning."
Burke stared in disbelief. Leave for Seoul tomorrow? Then he recalled the comment Jerry had made yesterday morning, "Fortunately, I've got no problems at all at the moment. Things could hardly be going better. It's scary." That didn't sound anything like the conditions Nate had just described. Then he began to sense what was happening. Nate, or his Roundtable cronies, wanted him out of the way to prevent any interference with Nikolai Romashchuk.
"This is sort of sudden," he protested. "I may not be able to get ready by then."
Highsmith assumed an understanding air. "I know it's short notice, Burke, but I feel in the current business climate, it's something that simply can't wait. Look, if you don't have things ready to pack, just buy a new outfit when you get over there. Charge it to the company."
Burke knew he would be suspect if he protested too strongly. But he couldn't leave now with Major Romashchuk wandering around in a van full of terrorists, pulling a trailer loaded with chemical weapons. "I'm just getting into this monthly report, Nate. It should tell us exactly where we stand and where our problems lie."
"It can wait," Nate said flatly. Obviously it was a closed subject. "Your ticket will be waiting for you at the airline counter."
Burke was still staring at the door Nate had briskly departed through when Evelyn called on the intercom.
"Brittany Pickerel from Research wants you on Line 1."
He exhaled deeply, letting off a little steam, attempting to relieve the pressure that was building inside. "Yeah, Brittany. What is it?"
"I'll just give you this over the phone, if it's okay, Mr. Hill. I have a pressing project I simply must get finished this afternoon."
"Go ahead."
"I've done a lot of artful dodging today. I'll give you all the gory details later. The bottom line is, I have no proof it was Adam Stern, but it definitely looks like somebody has committed murder."
"You sound pretty certain."
She explained how she had placed Stern in Washington at the time of Colonel Bolivar's death. Then she told about tracking down the prescription.
"Did you find the doctor?" Burke asked.
"The address was an office building in Chevy Chase. I found there hasn't been a doctor's office in the building for at least a year. The telephone is no longer in service. I checked with the Montgomery County Medical Society in Rockville. They never heard of a Dr. Morton Hailey."
Burke drummed his fingers, creating the sound of a racing horse's hooves. His voice had a troubled ring. "I agree it looks like murder, Brittany. But the police would want to know why it couldn't have been the Major who forged the prescription?"
"Good question. How do we resolve it?"
"Well, one way would be to take photos of Bolivar and Stern to the pharmacy. See if anybody might recognize one of them. I could try it, but Nate's sending me to Seoul in the morning."
"What on earth�"
"He said Jerry was having problems with some key accounts. Nate wants me to conduct an audit and help straighten things out."
"That doesn't sound like the Jerry I worked for. He always kept a firm hand on everything."
After he had hung up, Burke recalled what Roddy Rodman had told him about Bryan Janney's death in Guadalajara. He wondered what was on the label of that Dalmane bottle? If only he had the time to check it out, too. But he had a feeling that time was rapidly becoming a commodity in short supply.
Burke found Lori at the travel agency and told her about Nate's instructions. She was incredulous. And appalled at the short notice. Then, before leaving the office, he put through a call to Jerry Chan's home in Seoul. He caught the branch manager in the midst of breakfast.
"What's going on, Jerry? Nate says I'm leaving for Korea in the morning, that you're having financial problems and I'm to conduct an audit. That isn't what you told me yesterday."
Jerry was hesitant. "Well, it's sort of complicated. I'll try to explain when you get here."
"We're good friends, Jerry. Lay it on the line. What did Nate say to you?"
When involved in an operation, Jerry could make up cover stories with the best of them. But Burke knew when it came to personal matters, he was a lousy liar.
"Aw, Burke, he said not to tell you."
"I don't doubt that. But what did he say?"
"You know you're going to get me in trouble."
"Had you rather be in trouble with him or me?"
"Come on, Burke, I'm fond of both of you. I don't know what the problem is between you two, but I wish you'd get it settled and leave me out."
"What did he say?" Burke was adamant.
"Nate said he was worried about you. You had been acting strange toward him lately. He thought it might be good to get you away from Washington for a week or two. He's faxing me some financial information to put in the files, stuff for you to work on. He said to 'be creative' and come up with some things to keep you occupied."
* * *
Burke arrived home to the usual wet kisses and boisterous leg-pulling of Cam and Liz. He was hardly inside the door when his son Cliff called from Philadelphia.
"Hi, Dad. You'll never believe what happened today."
After what had happened so far, Burke was ready to believe almost anything. "Try me."
"Before I get to the good part, I'll give you a follow-up on Adam Stern. I got to thinking about it this morning and decided, just for kicks, to call the State Department. Talked to the man, himself, the Senior Undersecretary. At first he acted like he didn't know what I was talking about. Then he wanted to know what my interest was in Adam Stern."
"What did you tell him?"
"I said it involved a confidential investigation. I couldn't reveal any of the details. But I let him know I knew Stern was no longer employed by the government."
"What did he say to that?"
Cliff laughed. "He got very serious. He said the nature of the assignments of certain former government employees was such that their backgrounds required continued confidentiality. He said I sounded like a nice young man. I�m sure you're proud to hear that. But if I required further information on Adam Stern, I should talk to Director Pickens. Actually, I had a chance to ask the Director about it later, but decided I had best not."
"Wise choice. Apparently that was the interesting part of your day. What was the good part?"
"Remember my telling you about getting the citation from the Attorney General for my handling of that Medicare fraud case?"
"Yeah."
"Well, who should call this afternoon but Bradford Pickens himself. He said that case had earned me a special award, five days and four nights at a resort in the mountains of Idaho."
"Hey, congratulations! When do you go?"
"That's the funny part. He apologized for the mix-up in not informing me sooner, but said the date had been set and couldn't be changed."
"When?"
"I leave in the morning. Fly to Boise, where a small plane picks me up and flies me back into the mountains. It's one of those places you can hardly get to from here. The Director said he had already cleared it with my SAC."
Special Agent in Charge, head of the Philadelphia Field Office. Cliff obviously had made no connection between the two incidents he had related, but Burke began to wonder. Had the call to the Senior Assistant Secretary of State that morning triggered the sudden revelation of the "special award" this afternoon? It seemed an odd circumstance that he was being dispatched to Seoul at the same time his son was being shipped off to the boonies in Idaho. Everybody with any interest in Adam Stern was suddenly being taken out of circulation.
When Burke told Lori about his suspicions, she gave him a questioning frown. "Aren't you beginning to get a little paranoid about this?"
"Maybe," he said. "But not without cause."
Then he related what he had learned from Jerry Chan regarding Nate's decision to send him to Seoul.
"He told Jerry to make up something to keep you busy over there?"
"That's about the size of it."
"What have you decided to do?"
He told her what he planned.
Dinner was sometimes a test of wills between parent and twin. Cam's high chair sat beside Burke, Liz's beside Lori. The trick was to keep the food on the tray and heading for the mouth. Tonight Burke was managing fairly well. It was Liz's turn to act up.
When the phone rang, Burke answered it.
"This is Roddy. We're at a motel in Little Rock. The Major and his crew appear to be bedded down for the night. Did you work out anything on the rental car?"
"Everything's arranged. I'll give you the guy's name and phone number. Make sure you do the swap where the Major won't see you."
"Shouldn't be any problem. I suspect he sticks close by to keep an eye on his charges."
"Don't blame him."
"Maybe by the time we call you tomorrow, we'll have some idea about where they're going."
"There's been a change of plan, Roddy. You'll be calling my wife, Lori, tomorrow."
He told Rodman about the decision to send him to Seoul, then related how he planned to deal with it.
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New York City
Adam Stern lived in a crusty looking old apartment building that faced Central Park to the east. It sat on the opposite side of the park from the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Although the structure wasn't much to look at on the outside, it was maintained with meticulous care on the inside. The owner, who occupied the entire top floor, ran an import-export business and was a longtime Roundtable member. His decorator, a middle-aged French-Canadian who had no difficulty sizing up the no-nonsense tenant after the first meeting, had furnished Stern's two-bedroom, ground floor apartment with heavy, masculine furniture, and carpets and draperies in cool, dark earth tones. It was perfectly suited to his style of moving stealthily in the background.
Stern sat before a large screen TV tuned to the baseball game between the New York Yankees and Cleveland Indians. The score was two to two in the top of the third inning. But Stern's mind was elsewhere. He felt like a forest ranger putting out brush fires. He had received a call from the State Department that morning, advising that Special Agent Clifford Walters had followed up on his request for the file on Adam Stern. When he talked to FBI Director Pickens about it, he asked, strictly on a hunch, if there was any connection between Walters and Burke Hill. Damned if Walters wasn't the man's son. Pickens promised to see that the young agent was dispatched far away and out of touch.
Bernard Whitehurst had called to report that Hill's boss, Nathaniel Highsmith, who would become the new FAR director, was sending the potential troublemaker to Seoul, South Korea in the morning. Stern had obtained Hill's flight and intended to see that he was on the plane out of Dulles.
Then Nikolai Romashchuk had phoned from Little Rock. He had spotted the same blue Ford Taurus on several occasions during the day. There appeared to be two men in the car, but he had been unable to maneuver close enough to get a look at their faces. It could be a simple case of two vehicles playing tag on the interstate, but at this critical point in the operation, nothing could be left to chance. Stern suggested if the car was still around in the morning, Romashchuk should create a circumstance that would permit an identification.
After being momentarily distracted by a Yankee grand slam home run smashed high into the left field stands, Stern returned to his concerns over the day's events. Deciding it was time to make preparations to eliminate the most pressing problem, he dialed his Washington partner in Advanced Security Systems.
Haskell Feldhaus was, strictly speaking, a figment of Stern's imagination. Neither the face he wore nor the name he used was the one he had started out with. As a young Special Forces lieutenant in Vietnam, he was captured and held prisoner, suffering several years of torture and deprivation. Back home in New Mexico, he had problems adjusting and his hero status soon dissipated. He was fired from a succession of jobs, got into trouble and wound up killing a man. He was in prison when Stern heard about him through a friend. By then Stern was working for the Roundtable and saw some interesting possibilities in the case. The convicted murderer had a sharp mind and had improved himself through correspondence study while in prison. Though eager to resume his place in society, he was prepared to make use of all the prison smarts he had learned over the past few years. After paying him a visit, Stern had made arrangements for a prominent attorney with connections in the governor's office to work on getting him paroled.
Adam Stern's next move was to set up his protege's "death" in an accident. He then created the new identity as Haskell Feldhaus, providing all the necessary documentation for his "legend." He arranged for a new face at a highly discreet plastic surgery clinic in Sweden, and set him up in business with Advanced Security Systems, a firm that would hire other misfits, people unafraid of stretching the bounds of the law, people who could be disposed of and would be missed about like a wart that suddenly disappeared from the back of your hand.
Feldhaus had learned to speak Vietnamese while a captive. In the New Mexico prison, he had made the acquaintance of a former South Vietnamese soldier who was a leader in the Asian "mafia" that was beginning to spread its influence across America. The man had given him the identity of a contact he could use if an occasion should arise where he needed help.
When Feldhaus came on the line, Stern asked, "Have you ever exercised your Vietnamese option?"
"I really haven't had occasion to," Feldhaus admitted. "Why?"
"I think it may be about time."
* * *
The first day of July dawned late in Washington, the result of a thick tier of clouds that had moved in overnight. Most of the capital's workers were thankful it was Saturday so they could sleep late, but Burke Hill was up before daylight, moving methodically at a stepped-up pace. He wolfed down a bowl of raisin bran mixed with granola, washed down a blueberry muffin with coffee, kissed the twins good-bye, had a few last minute words with Lori, and headed off for Dulles in his small tan Buick.
In another suburb of the capital, Haskell Feldhaus was also getting an early start, telephoning a man in Chicago named Hoa Thi Thach. He identified himself in Thach's native tongue, explained the problem and inquired if a few troops might be available for hire. The Vietnamese said all he needed to know was when and where.
At the J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building on Pennsylvania Avenue, Deputy Assistant Director Jack McNaughton sat at his desk going over documents he would use during testimony before a congressional committee on Monday. It was a matter of considerable importance to the Bureau, otherwise he would not have been in his office on a Saturday morning. McNaughton was an old hand who had worked under every director from Hoover on down. He found Bradford Pickens more in the mold of crusty old Hoover than the ex-judges who had succeeded him. He was aware that Pickens had some powerful cronies whose suggestions for starting, stopping or re-directing investigations were usually followed. McNaughton questioned the propriety of such manipulations, but he was only a year away from retirement and he wasn't about to stir any waves.
Around nine o'clock, a weekend duty officer knocked on the door, walked in and laid a message on McNaughton's desk.
"The Mexican police want our help in finding a couple of fugitives," he said. "I thought you might want to decide how to handle it."
McNaughton nodded. "Thanks. I'll take a look."
As soon as he read the message, he called Director Pickens at his home. "You asked me to keep an eye out for anything on Warren Rodman and Yuri Shumakov," he reminded the Director. "The Mexicans have asked us to help find them. It seems they flew to the U.S. on a private plane early Wednesday."
"Fax it to me," Pickens said. "I'll call you right back."
* * *
The Director took the message from his fax machine, read it with considerable interest and immediately called McNaughton. "This Worldwide Communications Consultants. Isn't that Burke Hill's firm?"
"Right." Hill's FBI record had been rehabilitated at direction of the President after the Jabberwock affair. He was well known among the Bureau brass. "How should we handle it?"
"Quietly, for the moment. It has some ramifications I need to look into. It is not to be sent out to the field offices."
"Shall I follow up on it personally?"
"Good idea. Call and see if Hill is in today. If not, get him at home. See what he knows. If they flew here in his company's airplane, he should be able to tell us how they managed it, and what happened to them."
As soon as he got McNaughton off the line, Pickens dialed Adam Stern's private number at the Roundtable.
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Along Interstate 40
Nikolai Romashchuk and his Shining Path crew left Little Rock at seven a.m. He headed east on I-40, keeping a close watch on the large outside mirror for a blue Ford Taurus. When he failed to spot it after forty-five minutes, he began to relax and turned to chat with Pepe, who sat beside him in the front of the van.
"I was concerned about a blue car I saw yesterday," he told the young Peruvian. "But I haven't seen anything of it today. Hopefully it was a false alarm."
"Did you have a feeling it was someone following us?"
"A feeling? Yes, I suppose you could call it that."
"My instructor in the movement spoke often of feelings. He said 'listen to your inner voice.'"
Romashchuk grinned. "My mentor was hardly that poetic. He told me to pay heed to my instincts."
Pepe nodded. "Instinct or inner voice, it tells me that we must be careful."
"You can count on that, Pepe. But let's hope all that caution turns up a blank."
It was a futile hope. By the time they passed the dog track at West Memphis, Arkansas, around 9:30, the Major had begun to notice a white Chevrolet Caprice popping up occasionally in the mirror. He kept a steady pace across the long span of the Mississippi River bridge, then headed around the northern by-pass in Memphis, Tennessee. The traffic was moderately heavy but moving at a fast clip. He thought about Adam Stern's suggestion, and when they reached the eastern side of the city, he saw just what he needed, signs indicating an exit ahead crowded with fast food outlets. He had learned all about such places over the past few days. Flipping the turn signal, he eased into the exit lane.
He could see the outlandishly tall signs beyond the underpass, soaring above their surroundings like strange mutations growing out of control. That was the way he viewed America, a country with strange, alien ideas it was attempting to grow in his own backyard. Obviously they didn't work in his part of the world. As he rolled to a stop at the cross street, he checked the mirror and saw the white Chevy coming down the ramp behind him. Ideally, he would simply double back on the car, but the trailing U-Haul wouldn't permit that kind of maneuverability. Instead, he drove beneath the interstate, then turned in at a McDonald's. He steered quickly around the curving driveway behind the building. Fortunately, it wasn't crowded at this time of morning, and he hardly slowed as he rolled back toward the street.
As he had guessed, the white car's driver had hesitated on reaching the entrance to the restaurant. It sat no more than a few yards away as the van paused before re-entering the street. The Major stared across and got a jolt as shocking as if he had grabbed a bare electric wire. Colonel Rodman and Yuri Shumakov. He was certain of it. But how could they�? They should still be in Mexico. And even if they weren't, how could they possibly have known where to find him?
Now he looked for a real stopping place with something else in mind, a place where he could make a phone call to New York.
* * *
When Deputy Assistant Director McNaughton finally got someone on the line at Worldwide Communications Consultants, he was told that Burke Hill was out of town. It was suggested that he contact the president of the company, Nathaniel Highsmith. He found Highsmith at his home in Georgetown and stressed that he needed to see him right away.
McNaughton was impressed by the historic home as soon as he drove up. The abundance of flowers was striking. Highsmith met him at the door, dressed in a casual seersucker suit but looking very stylish for someone at home on a Saturday morning. The gray-haired PR executive carefully checked his FBI identification.
"My office called and advised that you were looking for Burke Hill," Highsmith said.
"That is correct, sir. I understand he's out of town."
"Will be out of the country very soon. He's on his way to Seoul, South Korea. What can I help you with?"
"Are you familiar with a flight your company plane made to Mexico City a few days ago?"
"Of course. It was sent there from New Orleans to pick up Mr. Hill, who was visiting our Mexico City office."
"What do you know about two passengers who came back on the flight, an Ivan Netto and a Warren Rodman?"
Highsmith frowned, a puzzled look on his face. "They picked up three people from our Technology Group in New Orleans. I've never heard those names before."
McNaughton knew the Mexicans had been positive of their information about the two fugitives departing on Worldwide's Learjet. Shumakov had traveled under the name Netto. Three men had boarded in Mexico City. Evidently Hill was the third man. It appeared he was the key to learning what had happened. "You indicated Mr. Hill hadn't left the country yet. Does his flight make a stop somewhere?"
"San Francisco. He's due in there just before nine, their time."
McNaughton glanced at his watch and made a quick calculation. "I'd better get back to the office and arrange for someone to meet his plane."
* * *
Adam Stern had been highly disturbed by the news from Bradford Pickens. When Major Romashchuk called from Memphis to report he had identified Rodman and Shumakov, Stern knew it was time to move. He called Haskell Feldhaus immediately. Feldhaus got in touch with his Vietnamese contact, Hoa Thi Thach, and told him where and when. Thach promptly consulted one of his lieutenants, a wiry, black-haired young man named Vuong, who directed a fleet of narcotics couriers and the watchdogs who provided protection for them. Vuong quickly came up with a team familiar with the route and competent to handle the situation.
"It'll run into some bucks," cautioned Vuong.
"This client is willing to pay," said Thach. "And it may open some interesting avenues for future cooperation."
* * *
The flight from Dulles landed in San Francisco about ten minutes early. As soon as it came to a stop at the jetway, Burke Hill pulled his bulging carry-on bag from under the seat in front of him, grabbed his briefcase and slipped into the aisle. He appeared to have taken Nate Highsmith's advice to pack lightly and buy some new outfits when he arrived in Seoul. He had no checked baggage.
The plane was nearly full. Though the holiday was not until Tuesday, people who planned to take Monday off had started early for a four-day weekend. Glancing at his watch as the passengers edged slowly toward the door, he noted that he still had more than thirty minutes before boarding time for the flight to Seoul. Plenty of time to check in with Lori and find out if she had heard anything from Roddy Rodman. As he neared the exit into the gate area, he saw the usual crowd of nervous relatives peering about, hoping the next face would be that of a wife or husband, Uncle Joe or Aunt Matilda. But he caught one pair of eyes locking onto his and knew its owner was no long, lost relative. He was not surprised a few moments later when a voice beside him said, "Mr. Hill?"
The man appeared to be in his thirties, neatly dressed, clean All-American look. FBI was Burke's first thought. Normally he didn't worry about his son's safety, although he was well aware of the risks the young agent constantly faced. He was supposed to have left on his freebie trip this morning, but anything could have happened before that.
"Is Cliff okay?" he said, frowning.
"Pardon?" The young man stared at him wide-eyed.
Burke smiled. "Sorry. Obviously that's not why you're here."
The man held up his ID folder. "I'm Special Agent Ron Blevins, FBI.Who is Cliff?"
"My son, Cliff Walters. He's a special agent in the Philadelphia Field Office."
"You knew who I was?"
"Not who� what. I also spent a number of years in the Bureau."
"That's right. Mr. McNaughton mentioned that."
"Deputy Assistant Director McNaughton?"
"Yes, sir. I know you have a flight to catch shortly, but I need to ask you a few questions."
Burke shrugged and looked around, finding a quiet spot just outside the waiting area. "If it won't take long, we can stand over there," he said, pointing.
As Burke leaned against a post, Blevins took out a small note pad, then looked up and grinned. "Cliff Walters. Yeah, didn't I read where he got a citation recently?"
Burke nodded. "Would you believe they gave him a trip to an Idaho resort?" He glanced back at his watch. "We'd better get on with it, Mr. Blevins. I don't have long."
"Sure. Sorry. I understand you flew back from Mexico City a couple of days ago on your company's plane."
"That's right."
"There were two other passengers�"
"Warren Rodman and Ivan Netto," Burke said, taking the initiative to show he had nothing to hide. He had already prepared what he would say, which was mostly true. "They were a couple of businessmen I met in the lounge at my hotel. When I told them I was getting ready to head back to Washington, it seems that's where they were going, too. With an empty Learjet picking me up, I asked if they'd like a ride. They jumped at the opportunity." He frowned suddenly. "What's the Bureau's interest in them?"
Blevins ignored the question. "They flew all the way to Washington with you?"
"Right. I had my car at the airport. They were going to Alexandria, so I detoured down there on my way home."
"Where did you let them out?"
Burke gave him the name of the motel. "Now will you tell me what this is all about?"
"I'm sorry, Mr. Hill, but I honestly don't have any details. Mr. McNaughton told me what to ask you. He just said the Bureau wanted to find Rodman and Netto, whose real name is Shumakov. That's all he would tell me."
Burke frowned. "I know where you're coming from. Just do what we tell you and don't ask questions. Have I given you what you need?"
"Yes, sir. Thank you."
Burke glanced again at his watch. "Well, I'd really better get moving."
He hurried out to the main concourse and strode rapidly along the moving walkway. He glanced back and saw Agent Blevins going in the opposite direction. He felt rather good about his performance. Hopefully that would keep them at bay for awhile. Before heading to the check-in counter, he put his carry-on bag in a locker and stopped at a pay phone to call Lori.
After telling her about his questioning by the young FBI agent, he asked what she had heard from Rodman and Shumakov.
"Not good news, I'm afraid."
"What happened?"
"They think the Major spotted them in Memphis."
"Damn! How?"
She told him about the incident at McDonald's.
"Are they sure he recognized them?"
"Not absolutely. But Roddy said it would be a miracle if he hadn't."
"What did Romashchuk do then?"
"He stopped at another fast food place and went in. They stayed clear of it, so they don't know if he used the phone or not."
Burke had no doubts. If Romashchuk saw them, he had called Adam Stern. Probably asked for reinforcements. Burke had no idea what sort of resources Stern would have at his disposal, but he felt certain there would be some kind of adverse reaction.
"Have you heard any more from Roddy since then?"
"He called a short while ago from somewhere between Memphis and Nashville. They're still heading east on I-40. He said the van was moving along within the speed limit, but the Major wasn't dragging his feet."
"I don't like the sound of this. When you hear from him again, tell them to be damned careful. Be on the lookout for anything the slightest bit out of the ordinary."
"I will. Oh, and Burke, I thought of something I forgot to ask you last night. When are they going to send someone to talk to Brenda about that bogus waiter?"
Burke rumpled his brow. The security chief had promised to get someone onto it right away. "You mean nobody has been there yet?"
"Exactly. I called Miss Dolly at the caterer. She hasn't been questioned either."
What the hell was going on here? They should have been able to track the guy down by now. "I've got a few more minutes before time for the flight. I think I'll give Peterson a call."
Worldwide Communications Consultants had a weekend watch officer who kept up with the locations of key individuals. He punched in the number and asked where Peterson could be reached.
"This is Burke Hill," he said in an obviously unhappy tone when the security man answered. "When is somebody going to start tracking down the damned character who bugged my telephone?"
There was a pause, then Peterson replied, "You and the Chief had better get together on this. I thought you knew he told me to hold up on that investigation."
"He what?"
"It was the afternoon after you talked to me, when he got back from New York. He said something had come up that might make it unnecessary, to hold off until I heard from him."
Now Burke was really confused. That morning Nate had been all for getting right to the bottom of it. He wanted to know. Keep him posted, he said. But as soon as he'd returned from New York� a flag suddenly went up. The meeting with Bernard Whitehurst. Nate had canceled the bug inquiry, then gave his little speech indicating he knew Burke was aware of something that involved Adam Stern and the Roundtable. Had the information come from Whitehurst? Had Whitehurst, or Stern, hired someone to bug his house? He thought about that conversation with Lori the morning he returned from Mexico, while they were in the family room. Just enough to tell a listener he believed the Roundtable was involved in something shady in Mexico. Then he realized somebody would have also listened in on the phone call to Lori the night before, when they had plotted the excuse about the twins' illness.
It all began to make sense now. Stern� Whitehurst� Nate� they were all apparently into this up to their eye teeth. And by now, or very shortly, Assistant Director McNaughton, and by extension Director Bradford Pickens, would know that he had deposited Rodman and Shumakov in Alexandria.
He hurried over to the airline counter. With no baggage to check, it was just a matter of checking his ticket. Then he headed for the gate area and eased his way through the crowd. They had formed a rather loose-jointed line in front of the gate, and he managed to camp in a spot fairly near the front. Listening to the conversations around him, he determined there was a family group of five or six people not far behind him. He smiled to himself. It was just what he needed.
When the boarding call sounded, the line firmed up and began to shuffle ahead. As the passengers gave up their tickets, they moved in singles or knots of twos and threes into the corridor of the jetway. Burke handed his ticket to a smiling attendant whose mouth was operating on automatic with "have a nice flight."
He took a step forward, then to the right, paused and looked into his briefcase as though searching for something. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the family group moved up and gathered around the ticket agent. As soon as he was sure the attendant's attention was distracted, he turned suddenly and walked back out into the waiting area as though looking for something he had lost. He didn't stop until he was all the way out to where the lockers were located. Now, if they didn't get hung up on a passenger count, he would be officially on his way to Korea.
He reclaimed his carry-on and headed for the American Airlines ticket counter.
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Nashville, Tennessee
It was around one o'clock when the gray Chevrolet van towing the U-Haul pulled off the interstate at the Donelson Pike exit on the east side of Nashville. Yuri Shumakov followed in the exit lane, keeping his eye on the van as it reached the top of the hill, paused, then turned left. Yuri accelerated the Caprice to get back into a position to see the Major's vehicle. When he turned onto Donelson Pike, he saw the van up ahead slowing at a row of fast food outlets. It turned in at the second restaurant, so Yuri pulled into the first one.
"Go get us some hamburgers," Roddy said with little enthusiasm. He was getting tired of the menu. "I'll take the wheel. Give you a horn blast if necessary."
It was the pattern they had followed whenever they had the opportunity. The one not driving would buy the sandwiches, while the other waited behind the wheel, keeping an eye on the van. Roddy took his eye off it for a moment, though, looking to the east, where the sky was turning darker as the clouds thickened. They had driven in sunshine most of the way from Memphis. During the last half-hour, conditions had changed significantly. Tall, black-bottomed cumulonimbus clouds were building to the east. It was not a sight you wanted to stare in the face if you were piloting a helicopter. Fortunately, he was on the ground this time, but he knew they faced some messy weather ahead. It would require closing in on the van to keep it in sight.
This was an area Roddy had known well in the past. Though he hadn't been through Nashville in several years, he had traveled up I-40 toward Knoxville and the Great Smoky Mountains enough times to know the way blindfolded, as he had told Yuri. Karen's father had served several churches in Middle Tennessee before his retirement, and the Rodman family had visited the area on many occasions, usually journeying on to the east for a few days in the mountains.
While he waited for Yuri, Roddy picked up the portable phone and dialed Lori Hill's number in Falls Church, Virginia.
"We're in Nashville, still headed east," he told her when she came on the line.
"Burke called from San Francisco a couple of hours ago. The FBI had questioned him." She explained what had happened at the airport, and she passed along Burke's warning.
Roddy thought of calling Karen, but she would most likely be at the dress shop getting things ready for the opening. He frowned at the thought that he was letting her down again. He should be there to help.
Yuri came back a few minutes later, and they sat eating their sandwiches while they waited for the van to get underway. Roddy told him about his conversation with Lori.
"Does Burke think the FBI will be coming after us?" Yuri asked.
"I don't know, but Lori doesn't think so. If Major Romashchuk is operating under somebody's protection, they would try to hold the FBI off of us to keep him from being compromised. At least that's her theory."
At that moment, the Peruvians and the Major strolled out of the restaurant next door, looking well fed and picking their teeth. Roddy followed as the van turned back toward the interstate and continued eastward. As they cruised along at sixty, he glanced up occasionally at the churning clouds and noted that the afternoon was beginning to resemble early evening. Headlights burning on vehicles coming from the east warned of what lay ahead. Roddy was hardly surprised when, about an hour out of Nashville, raindrops began to splatter on the windshield. Staring into the gloom ahead, he saw rain blowing across the highway, coming down at an angle like sheets billowed out from a country clothesline.
They were headed up the mountain now. The van slowed, apparently to avoid the possibility of a skid. At the top of the long grade, the highway leveled off, then continued its meandering course along the rolling terrain of the Cumberland Plateau. Vast hardwood forests flanked the road. With black clouds hovering above and the dark shapes of the trees on either side, it gave Roddy the sensation of driving through a tunnel.
The downpour slackened a time or two, but brilliant flashes of lightning stabbed at the nearby hills, loud rumbles of thunder following quickly like deep-voiced protests from the forest. Clearly the storm had much of its fury left. Stiff gusts of wind broadsided the car. More often than not Roddy found himself clutching the steering wheel tightly as he struggled to keep on course with the van in view. He was so intent on what was taking place up ahead that he failed to notice the truck that had gradually closed in from the rear, then settled down to match his speed.
They had just passed the Westel Road exit and were heading around a curve near the sign marking the Eastern Time Zone boundary when Yuri spoke up.
"That truck behind us keeps getting closer. I hope he has good brakes."
"An eighteen-wheeler?"
The rain had picked up again and Yuri squinted as he stared out the rear window. The headlights were distracting, but he could still see the outlines of the truck in the gloom. "No, it isn't a trailer-type. Smaller. Part of the back end comes up over the top of the front."
"Over the cab, you mean?"
"Yes. Over the cab."
Roddy glanced in the mirror and saw the headlights swing to the left. "We're probably going too fast, and that idiot's about to pass us. I hope he doesn't pull in front and block my view. There's an exit at the bottom of this mountain."
They had started down what the truckers called "Rockwood Mountain." Over most of the steep grade, the westbound lane, going uphill, had been hewn out of the rocky face somewhat higher. Though it had been a few years, Roddy well remembered the magnificent view of the valley off to the right, where the town of Rockwood nestled hundreds of feet below. In clear weather, you could see the blue waters of TVA's Watts Bar Lake several miles to the south.
Gripping the wheel tightly, Roddy saw the truck pull even with him. Though not as big as a long-distance hauler, it was large enough for a local mover. It was painted a solid gray, with no identification on the side. As the truck slowly crept ahead, it began to wander toward the righthand lane.
Roddy blew his horn and edged near the shoulder of the road. "The idiot's getting into my damned lane," he said.
But the truck kept pressing closer. Then he looked up at the passenger-side window and saw a grinning Oriental face and a hand waving "bye-bye." The sudden realization of what was happening kicked his heart into overdrive.
"They're trying to run us off the road!"
He reacted by shifting his foot to the brake, but caught himself just before jamming it. If he had, he knew, they would be skidding all over the highway. Then the headlights reflected off an exit sign for "Airport Road," and he realized the low mound of stone on the right would soon disappear as the highway reached a point where the view was not unlike that of staring over the precipice of a waterfall.
As soon as he had yelled, he got a fleeting glimpse of Yuri diving into the back seat. But he didn't have time to worry about anything but that damnable gray hulk crowding him onto the shoulder. He put just enough pressure on the brake pedal to gradually slow the car without locking the wheels. He wished to hell they had gotten a model with anti-lock brakes. They were not slowing quickly enough.
His heart nearly stopped as he spotted the curve ahead. He definitely knew where he was now. It was a turn to the left with nothing beyond the narrow shoulder on the right but a low guard rail and a drop of two hundred feet or more down the hillside.
Then he heard Yuri yell from the back seat, "Lower the window!"
It was such an urgent command that he instantly jammed his hand against the armrest and pressed the down window button. He had used it so many times that the movement was almost reflexive.
The rain struck his face with a stinging chill as the window moved lower. He gritted his teeth, intent only on that curve looming ahead and the front of the truck, which had just banged against his fender with a sickening, metallic clunk.
The explosion that followed was about the God-awfulest sound he had ever heard. It occurred just behind his head. He would have risen off the seat but for the restraint of his seatbelt harness. He knew what it was when he saw the hole and the spiderweb pattern of broken glass appear in the window of the truck. Yuri fired two more quick shots and the truck veered suddenly to the left. He was leaning against the front seat now, pushing the pistol through the window beside Roddy. As the front wheel came into view, he blasted the tire.
The driver completely lost control. He attempted to straighten out, but the blown tire caused him to turn too far and go into a skid off to the right.
His heart pounding, Roddy fought to maintain control. He had slowed sufficiently to let the truck move ahead. He turned the wheel just enough to ease to the left as the truck slid in front of him, spinning halfway around. He passed it on the left, barely missing the swinging rear end, then saw the truck broadside the guardrail and topple into the chasm.
Breathing hard, his hands trembling, Roddy looked into the mirror. There were no headlights visible behind them. Apparently there were no witnesses to what had happened.
Realizing he was getting soaked by the rain, Roddy closed the window and heard Yuri's voice calling, "Are you all right?"
"Yeah. Except for my left ear." He reached his hand up to cover it. "You nearly blew out my eardrum."
"I'm sorry."
Roddy suddenly burst out with a laugh that shook his shoulders. It was partly a humorous reaction, moreso pure nerves. "Damn, Yuri. Don't apologize. If you hadn't fired that blunderbuss, we'd both be dead. I thought you were crazy when you put it in that bag you checked through to San Antonio. Shows how little I know."
As he began to settle down, Roddy pressed firmly on the accelerator, pushing the Chevrolet back up to speed. He saw the sky brightening a bit ahead, and the rain began to slacken. Deciding to press his luck a little further, he eased the speedometer on above sixty-five and after several minutes spotted the orange stripe on the rear of the U-Haul.
* * *
It was around six when Burke Hill stepped off the plane at McGhee-Tyson Airport. He had flown non-stop to Nashville, then caught a commuter flight to Knoxville. He stopped at a pay phone and called Lori, reflecting that their next long-distance bill would likely resemble the national debt.
"Roddy just called," she advised. "They stopped at a motel in Knoxville a short while ago. He said a truck tried to run them off the road in the mountains. He didn't go into detail. Said he would tell you when you got there."
"I was afraid of something like that. Mr. Stern has obviously been busy. Any other news?"
"Just that there isn't any news about any hunt for the fugitives. Not on TV. Not in the papers. I told Roddy I suspected the FBI would cool it rather than risk compromising the Major."
"Not the Bureau, Lori. Some of the FBI brass." The trouble was he didn't know which ones. "Are the kids okay?"
"They're fine. Chloe and Walt Brackin are coming by tonight. She was disappointed to hear you had been sent to Korea. She was counting on you going to that concert with us on the Fourth. I told her I hoped you would be back by then."
"Don't count on it. I'll have to stay under cover until this thing plays out."
"Are you going to warn Jerry Chan not to expect you in Seoul?"
"Yeah. I'll call him. I hope I can convince him to cover for me a day or so."
Burke checked the yellow pages for a rental agency with pickup trucks. He finally found one that stayed open late. When he had completed the paper work, he climbed into the black Ford, tossed his bag on the seat and headed for the motel where Roddy and Yuri were holed up.
He was anxious to hear what had happened. He also needed to brief them on his plan for tomorrow. He would have Roddy take the white Chevrolet out tonight and swap it for a different color. Then in the morning they would run a two-car surveillance operation, using small hand-held radios he had picked up from Worldwide's Technical Services Department.
He hoped they could make Major Romashchuk think Adam Stern's hit men had done their job. Time would tell.
He found Roddy in an upbeat mood, quite happy to still be alive after the close call with the large truck. Yuri, though, looked like a man whose prize dog had just been run over. Suspecting the cause, Burke suggested he telephone his wife in Minsk. He knew it would make no difference even if Larisa Shumakov's phone were tapped. The Minsk militia was obviously aware that he was now in the United States.
Yuri called late that night before going to bed.
"Are you all right?" Larisa asked. "We were told you didn't pick up the money."
"I'm fine," he assured her. "I can't explain now, but I had to leave Mexico before I could get to the bank."
"Have you learned who killed the Trishin boy?"
"No, but I am hot on the trail of the man who surely can tell me."
He asked about the boys and was told that Petr and Aleksei were doing well but were terribly worried about their father. As for the city prosecutor's office, Larisa knew only that Sergei Perchik was absolutely infuriated that Yuri continued to remain at large.
"Fortunately, right now everyone is too wrapped up in this commonwealth summit meeting to worry much about you," she said. "But I did have a visitor inquiring about you recently."
"Who?"
"General Borovsky."
"Really?"
"He said Perchik had been pestering him about not helping in the effort to find you. He obviously detests the prosecutor."
"You're right. They dislike and distrust each other. What did he want from you?"
"He wanted to know what you had told me about the case. Your side of the story, as he put it."
"Well, I'm glad somebody is interested in my side of it. What did you tell him?"
"Exactly what you told me. That you thought Vadim Trishin's murder was tied in with the case you were working on for him. That you were convinced someone had set you up. I told the General you had been trying to find him to explain everything that day, but the Brest militiamen got there before you could reach him."
"How did he react?"
"He seemed genuinely troubled by it. Said it might tie in with something one of his people had told him, some information the man had gotten for you the day you disappeared. It was about the ship from Gdansk. I was afraid I might have said too much already, so I dropped it there."
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New York City
A few staff members of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable were in the office on Sunday morning doing last-minute packing. An advance contingent had already flown out to Colorado. The others would leave this afternoon. All except Adam Stern. His project was just shifting into high gear. He met with Laurence Coyne to review the operation before time for Coyne to fly out with Bernard Whitehurst.
"You're positive everything is under control?" Coyne asked one final time. "There is no chance that whatever happens can be traced back to us?"
"Everything was bought at discount stores or stolen. Serial numbers have been filed off. The evidence will be destroyed or eliminated, except for enough to identify the Peruvians. Their people will promptly take credit for it."
Coyne pulled off the gold-rimmed glasses and tapped them against his double chin. "I wish they could have found somebody besides South American guerrillas. Those people are insane. They're capable of anything."
"They will do exactly as told," said Stern. "Do you want to know what that is?"
The reply was quick and unequivocal. "No!"
"Pickens is handling the Mexican request on Rodman and Shumakov. He had to assign a small group to follow up, otherwise he might have encountered some nasty flak. His instructions are to provide only surveillance should they be located."
"Do you think the Bureau will find them?"
Stern gave a sadistic grin. "Not a chance. Haskell Feldhaus's new friend has promised to eliminate that possibility."
"What about Burke Hill?"
"He caught his flight to Korea. One of Pickens' people talked to him just before he left San Francisco. He used his airline ticket. Evidently he was responsible for Rodman and Shumakov being in San Antonio. I still don't know how he knew where to find Romashchuk. But everything is going fine. Trust me. I'll stay in touch."
Shortly after he returned to his office, Stern received a call from Major Romashchuk in Roanoke, Virginia.
"Has your tail been eliminated?" Stern inquired.
"Apparently so. I haven't seen anything of them this morning. Do you have the equipment I requested?"
"Everything will be ready this afternoon."
* * *
FBI Agent Billy Verona had three pet peeves. He hated flying, which invariably left him half-nauseated for hours after planting his feet back on terra firma; he despised the military, having been forced to slog through the quagmire called Vietnam as a lowly grunt; and, ever since Vietnam, he could not stand hot, muggy weather. So the order to fly down to the humid Florida Gulf Coast and interview a bunch of Air Force officer types did not leave him in the best of moods.
A husky man in his late forties, Verona felt as though he had showered with his clothes on by late afternoon when he returned to the motel he had chosen as a temporary office. Sunday was not an easy day to track down half a dozen officers from Hurlburt Field who had known Colonel Warren Rodman and his former wife. But he had done it. Besides getting a fairly detailed picture of a talented man destroyed by the system, he heard that Mrs. Rodman was living in Gainesville.
Verona called the agent in charge of the investigative team, explained what he had unearthed and advised that he was leaving for Gainesville, by car.
"If you find any indication that Colonel Rodman might be around there, contact me before you do anything," the supervisor said.
"Happily," said Verona. "But don't expect to hear from me before morning. It's a long, hot drive from here."
"Maybe you'd better fly."
"Hell, I'd rather be hot and tired than feel like a pregnant woman with morning sickness."
* * *
Late Sunday afternoon the outskirts of Washington looked just the opposite from the normal scene observed at rush hour on a weekday. The westbound lanes of I-66 were not all that crowded. Eastbound, though, a glut of traffic occurred as swarms of D.C. residents returned from weekend visits to God knows where and suburban dwellers poured into the city for a variety of summertime evening events. In the midst of this mini-rush, Nikolai Romashchuk's gray Chevy van rolled along toward the Potomac with his two pursuers wedged into the pack.
Communicating via radio, Burke Hill had maintained contact with Rodman and Shumakov as they progressed up I-81 through Virginia, then swung to the east on I-66. The small sets operated off powerful lithium batteries and were effective up to twenty-five miles. The trackers had managed to keep up with the Major without either vehicle remaining in view long enough to stir any suspicions. At least that was their hope. Burke, who drove the pickup, had also checked periodically to determine if anyone, such as the FBI, might be lingering in the wake of the brown Honda that Roddy and Yuri were driving. He found no one.
With the increased traffic as they approached Washington, Burke took a lane to the left of the van, while Roddy and Yuri remained several cars back in the same lane as Romashchuk. Burke would warn them if he made any change in direction.
Burke noted the signs signaling the upcoming junction with I-495, the Capital Beltway. As they approached the junction, a speeding, honking car in the outside lane to his left momentarily distracted him. When he looked back toward the van, he realized too late that he was in the wrong lane to exit I-66. Clearly the Major, who they referred to by the code name "Red," was taking the Beltway east. He grabbed his radio.
"Red is turning onto Four-ninety-five east. I've missed the exit. Stay on his tail and let me know where he goes. I'll take the next exit and try to catch up."
Somebody with a more powerful transmitter, probably in excess of the legal maximum, came on at the same time, creating a harmonic, a multiple of the basic frequency, that matched Burke's and caused his signal to break up. All Roddy and Yuri heard was, "Red� Four-ninety-five� missed the exit� I'll take� catch up."
"What did he say?" Yuri asked.
Roddy, who was driving, saw a small gap in the lane to his left and swerved into it. "Apparently the Major didn't take the Four-ninety-five exit. I guess Burke wants us to catch up." He picked up his radio. "Your transmission was garbled, but we got the message. Red's staying on Sixty-six. We'll catch up with you as quickly as possible."
Roddy's words came through loud and clear. When he heard them, Burke winced. They had lost Romashchuk, pure and simple. Followed the bastard all the way from San Antonio, no, from Guadalajara, and let him get away at the most crucial juncture. Burke realized that if Romashchuk had wanted to miss the capital, he would have taken the Beltway north and circled around the District. The odds were overwhelming that he was headed for a destination right here in the Washington area. But where it might be, he hadn't the foggiest notion.
Now that it was out in the open, Burke realized the thought had been lurking in the far recesses of his mind for some time. A renegade KGB major, six deadly Shining Path guerrillas and an arsenal of chemical weapons were now loose in the nation's capital, and there didn't seem to be a damned thing he could do about it. Officially, he was in Seoul. Jerry Chan had reluctantly agreed to vouch for that.
What in God's name could Nikolai Romashchuk be planning, with the connivance of some of the country's top strategists? Recalling that Nate Highsmith was leaving today for the Foreign Affairs Roundtable meeting in Colorado, he almost choked on the bitter taste it left in his mouth. He doubted it was strictly coincidence that all those sterling patriots were gathered out in the West at a time when something decidedly sinister was in the works here in Washington.
He got on the radio and gave Rodman and Shumakov the bad news. Since they were coming up on the Falls Church exit, Burke suggested they go to his house and discuss what to do next. He thought it unlikely anyone would be watching the place, considering that everyone thought he was in Seoul.
As they sat around the table cleaning up the remnants of a large pot of spaghetti and a bowl of thick, red, meaty sauce, Lori Hill offered her apologies. "I'm sorry I didn't have anything to offer you but spaghetti. My trusty husband didn't warn me I was about to have company for dinner."
"It was delicious," Rodman assured her.
"It was different," said Shumakov with a grin. Spaghetti was not a staple in Belarus.
Burke shrugged. "Unfortunately, I didn't know we were going to be here or I'd have warned you."
The phone rang and Lori looked across at him. "Shall I answer it?"
"Considering I'm in Korea, you'd better."
"Okay. Check on the twins." Lori had left them in the play room, a sanitized area with toys and a TV and a gate to keep them corralled. She went into the family room and picked up the phone. "Hello."
"Lori, this is Brittany Pickerel. I haven't seen you since Jerry Chan's wedding."
"That's right. Burke told me you were back in Washington. We'll have to get together sometime."
"I'd enjoy that. The reason I called, I thought Mr. Hill would probably be getting in touch with you from Seoul."
"Uh, yes. I'm sure I'll hear from him shortly." She grinned. That was no lie.
"Please give him a message for me. It's something I'm sure he will be interested in."
"Sure. Be happy to."
"Tell him I took photos of Adam Stern and Colonel Bolivar to that drug store in Silver Spring. The pharmacist identified Stern as the man who brought in the Dalmane prescription. Also, my computer friend at the Presidential Plaza called. It seems he put a flag in the computer to alert him if Stern returned. Well, tell Mr. Hill he says Stern checked back into the hotel this afternoon. Mr. Hill probably won't care about this, but Stern is in Room 333."
Lori returned to the dining room to find Burke at a console that provided both video and audio monitoring of the playroom. Mounted on a wheeled cart, it could be plugged into wall outlets in any of several rooms.
He grinned. "Cam is into the blocks. I think he's building the Tower of Babel."
"You might want him to build you a fort," Lori said. "Adam Stern is back in town. And it appears there's no doubt that he killed Colonel Bolivar."
After she had related Brittany's message, Burke nodded. "That confirms my suspicions. I'm sure Romashchuk is in Washington, too. But instead of building a fort, let's take the offensive." He turned to Yuri. "Mr. Investigator, I think it's time we did a little detective work."
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By seven p.m. the sun was dipping low, setting off a sparkling display on the glass front of the Presidential Plaza Hotel. In back, the street was all shadows as the black pickup truck parked near the service entrance. The nearby concrete apron held a collection of huge garbage dumpsters and led to a raised dock for delivery trucks. Although the street was a no-parking zone, Burke hoped the police would not give him a hard time since it was a Sunday evening. If asked, he would say he was waiting for his wife to get off work at the hotel.
Burke dialed the hotel number on his cellular phone and asked for Adam Stern. When a male voice answered, he said, "George?"
"This isn't George," an annoyed voice replied. "You have the wrong room."
Burke switched off the phone and turned to Yuri Shumakov. "He's there."
Yuri got out and walked around to the front entrance. He wore an old straw hat of Burke's, with cardboard in the band to make it fit. Lori had worked on his eyes with makeup to give him something of an Oriental look. He had a camera case slung around his neck. He carried a newspaper and a small hand-held radio in a green cloth tote bag from Singapore Airlines, something Lori had picked up at a convention.
Locating a chair that commanded a full view of the lobby, he sat down and took out his newspaper. There was a clock over the registration desk. He glanced at it occasionally as his eyes casually swept the area. He saw the hands swing to 7:30, then 8:00, then 8:30. He was getting fidgety, crossing and uncrossing his legs. When the clock's hands reached nine, he decided it was time to check in with Burke. He took out the radio, which was pocket size, and stuck the small earpiece in his ear. Then he spotted a man stepping off an elevator who met the description of Adam Stern perfectly, right down to the shadowy hint of a beard. He was dressed casually in a blue knit shirt and black-and-white checked pants. The way he looked, he might have just stepped off a golf course.
As Stern sauntered toward the entrance, Yuri keyed the mike and held the radio close to his mouth. "He is about to leave."
"On my way," Burke replied.
Yuri got up and followed as Stern reached the doorway. A few moments later, he spoke into the radio again. "He is getting into a taxicab."
Burke eased around the corner and accelerated as the cab pulled away.
He picked up Yuri at the brightly lighted entrance and started in pursuit of the taillights ahead. He was familiar with the usual routes the cabbies took in this area. After a few turns, he figured this one was headed for the Fourteenth Street bridge that led across the Potomac into Virginia. However, before reaching the bridge, it turned southeast on Maine Avenue, went past the big seafood restaurants along the Washington Channel and east on M Street. It then entered a mixed area of houses and commercial buildings in the vicinity of the Navy Yard.
Burke switched off his lights as he turned a corner and saw the cab slowing toward the end of the block. The taxi's interior light signaled that Stern was leaving. As Burke and Yuri watched, he crossed the street to a low building, the area behind it illuminated by floodlights on tall poles. After Stern disappeared from view, Burke drove on to the middle of the block and parked.
"Let's have a look," he said, climbing out.
The street itself was not well lighted. They stayed in the shadows as much as possible. As they got closer, they saw a sign out front that said "Advanced Security Systems." The building appeared to be a rectangular structure with a front entrance off the street. It occupied a corner lot. A high chain link fence with barbed wire on top extended out from each side, with a gate on the right, then angled off toward the rear, enclosing a large storage yard with sodium lights that bathed the area in a bright yellow glow. Lights were also on inside the building.
"Let's check in back," Burke suggested as they reached the intersection.
They crossed over, then walked down the far side to get a view of the fenced enclosure from the rear. It contained a few unmarked cars, some panel trucks and vans, and a variety of construction equipment including an air compressor, a concrete mixer, a front loader and a Bobcat.
At the rumbling sound of an overhead door opening, Burke and Yuri stepped back beneath the protective shadow of a large tree. The door was located at the rear of a projecting wing of the building. It appeared to house a maintenance shop. A yellow dump truck sat just inside. Yuri's eyes widened at the sight. It was deja vu.
Burke had brought along a Nikon with a telephoto lens and a roll of ultra-high-speed film. He snapped the view of the truck in the maintenance shop, then swung the camera around as three men walked out into the light of the yard. From his attire, it was immediately obvious that one was Adam Stern. Another was dressed in blue jeans and a yellow shirt with blue stripes, the same outfit they had seen when the gray Chevy van had stopped for lunch down in Virginia.
"It's Nikolai Romashchuk," Yuri whispered.
Burke, sighting through the camera lens, nodded. "Yeah, I recognize him and Stern. I've never seen the other one, though."
Continuing to snap pictures as the trio walked over to a blue minivan, he noted the name "Capital Surveys" on a magnetic sign fixed to the door. Then Romashchuk climbed into the driver's seat.
"We'd better get back to the truck," Burke whispered. "Looks like he may be ready to leave."
They hurried back to the corner, crossed the street and made their way up to where the black truck was parked. They had just settled inside when a pair of headlights appeared at the gate in the Advanced Security Systems' fence. As the vehicle pulled into the street, it turned in their direction.
"Get down," Burke warned, bending over in the seat.
After the vehicle had passed, they looked back and saw it was the blue minivan. Observing no other lights at the gate, Burke started the truck, wheeled around and followed the taillights that were now turning into a side street up ahead.
"Maybe he'll lead us to where they're staying," Burke said.
When Romashchuk made a few more turns in quick succession, Burke decided either the Major was lost or, more likely, attempting to find out if he was being followed. But at that point Burke spotted headlights in the rearview mirror, making the same turns, and concluded there was one other possibility.
"I think somebody's following us," he said, an edge to his voice. Recognizing the area, he realized the street led toward a dead-end at the Anacostia River.
Romashchuk began to slow the van, but the headlights in back relentlessly bore down on them. "It could be a trap," Burke said. "Did you bring your Rossi?"
"No. I am out of ammunition."
"Damn. I don't have a weapon either."
The blue minivan ahead turned sideways in the street and came to a stop. Burke slowed to a crawl but saw the vehicle behind closing rapidly. It was barely two hundred feet away. He wasn't sure just what kind of car it was, apparently a small, sporty Japanese model, but he was certain the driver would be Adam Stern. And without a gun, they were dead the moment they stepped out of the truck.
Burke saw only one possible way out. He jammed the brake, screeching to a stop, flipped the transmission to reverse and stepped on the gas pedal.
"Hang on Yuri!"
The truck picked up speed as Burke steered backward toward the car. It promptly halted, but there was no way the driver could avoid the black hulk that smashed into its front end with an echoing thud, accompanied by the crunch and tinkle of broken glass. The truck's heavy steel bumper suffered no more than a modest dent. Burke shifted into drive, hit the gas again and spun the wheel to the left. The street was too narrow for a clean getaway, but a short burst in reverse allowed him to straighten out, then shoot forward. He wondered if he had damaged the transmission, but the truck never hesitated. They sped away before Stern, dazed by the crash, or Romashchuk, caught completely by surprise, could react.
* * *
Adam Stern sat at the desk in the Advanced Security Systems office and rubbed his neck, which was still a bit sore where he banged his head into the roof of Haskell Feldhaus' red Nissan 240SX. The sporty vehicle now sat behind the building with its front-end bashed in.
"Are you positive it was Hill?" Feldhaus asked.
"I'm not positive of anything." Stern's voice was testy. He knew he had screwed up and he was damned unhappy about it. "It was too dark to be positive. The impression I got was that the face matched Hill's photo. My impressions are usually quite accurate. If there's a possibility Hill could be back here, I'd say it was him."
He found the phone number for the Colorado resort and called Laurence Coyne. It was two hours earlier in the Mountain Time Zone and the FAR president wasn't in his room. He returned the call around midnight Washington time.
"We have a problem," Stern said. "Hill may be back here."
"How could that be possible? You said the FBI�"
"I said they talked to him in San Francisco. But as far as I know, no one actually saw him get on the plane."
"I thought the airline confirmed he used his ticket?"
"They did. But I'm almost certain I saw him a couple of hours ago."
He recounted the incident on the street near the Anacostia River. Coyne was clearly agitated. "If it was Hill, how did he know about Advanced Security Systems?"
"Maybe the same way he knew to send Rodman and Shumakov to San Antonio. The man obviously has excellent sources. The big questions is, is Hill really in Seoul? If he is, we have a bigger problem. If he isn't, I'll deal with him my way."
"Damn, Adam. You assured me you had everything under control."
"I know. And I will. But right now I need you to get Nate Highsmith to call his Seoul office. I want to know definitely if Hill is over there."
* * *
Thirty minutes later, Highsmith was on the phone with Jerry Chan. "I need to talk to Burke," he said in an urgent voice.
"He isn't here, Mr. Highsmith."
"Where is he?"
"He called when he got here. Said he�d picked up some kind of virus, was sick at his stomach. Said he�d just stay in bed at the hotel until he got to feeling better."
"You haven't seen him?"
"No, sir. I haven't bothered him. I figured he needed the rest."
"Call me when you hear from him," Nate instructed.
Was Chan being purposely evasive, he wondered? He knew Jerry and Burke had become close friends while they were setting up the Korean office and working on that Poksu operation. Would he lie to cover for Burke? There was also the possibility that Hill had called from the U.S. and pretended to be at the Korean hotel. There was one way to find out. He placed a call to the Chosun Hotel in Seoul.
"This is Nathaniel Highsmith, president of Worldwide Communications Consultants in Washington. One of my employees, Mr. Burke Hill, had a reservation for arrival there yesterday. Would you see if he has checked in, please?"
A few moments later, the desk clerk was back on the line. "No, sir, Mr. Highsmith. Mr. Hill has not yet arrived."
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The seven-mile section of I-40 between Exits 340 and 347 was the most expensive stretch of highway in Tennessee. The initial millions spent on blasting the roadbed out of the side of Mount Roosevelt proved to be only the beginning. In later years, not once, but twice, sections of the highway had crumbled and slid down the mountainside toward the valley far below. Highway engineers had pondered long and hard over the solution. The most noticeable result of the restructuring process was a series of large patches of reinforcing stones placed between the eastbound and westbound lanes, which lay at different elevations
The once-unruly highway seemed to have been tamed over the past few years, but Caleb Keck, a highway maintenance supervisor with the Tennessee DOT, always checked it out carefully after a bad storm, like the one on Saturday afternoon. He was up early on Monday, stopped for breakfast at the Cracker Barrel at Exit 347, carried an extra cup of strong black coffee out to the yellow plastic holder hooked to the driver-side door, then started his slow ascent heading west.
The sun appeared just above the horizon behind him, seemingly resting on a hilltop, bathing the valley beyond Rockwood in its golden glow. The view was as magnificent as ever, but Keck, who was raised on a rocky farm north of Knoxville, ignored it. His present interest was strictly in roadways and the problems they presented. He drove at no more than thirty miles an hour, letting the tourists and the truckers whiz by on his left. By the time he reached the Airport Road exit, nothing had turned up to stir any concern. He pulled off the interstate and crossed above it to re-enter the eastbound lanes.
Keck lowered the volume on his two-way radio and turned up the FM station to hear a Reba McEntire song. He loved Reba. As he sang along with the record, slightly off-key, he cruised down the mountain toward a familiar bend in the highway, a swinging outside curve that would take you straight to hell if you missed it. The valley soon began to unfold in the distance. Listening intently as Reba's voice faded away, he almost missed the crumpled stretch of guard rail.
Caleb Keck swung onto the shoulder and braked to a halt. He backed slowly toward the curve. It was not a place you wanted to make a miscue in steering. He got out and looked over the mangled pieces of steel. He hadn't heard anything about a wreck up here, but this certainly didn't look like a bounce-and-go situation. Peering over the side, he could see broken trees and pieces of gray-colored metal.
He got back into his car and radioed the dispatcher. "This is Keck. I'm on I-40 East at the curve just before mile 342. Has the Highway Patrol reported an accident here?"
"Not that I'm aware of. What do you see?"
"The guard rail's mangled. I can see signs somebody went over the side. Better notify the Troopers. And tell Ed to put in a work order to repair this rail."
* * *
Adam Stern was up early that morning also. He hadn't slept well. His neck was still sore, but that was not the cause of his restlessness. The real problem was Burke Hill. It was a problem that required an immediate and final solution.
He had clearly underestimated the man. Hill had cleverly pulled off that fake departure to Seoul, then compounded the crime by ramming Feldhaus' car with that damned truck. Stern had already checked out the black pickup's Tennessee license plate and found it was owned by a rental firm in Knoxville. A call to Tennessee established that it was rented Saturday evening by a man identified as Stephen Douglas. That cinched it. Nathaniel Highsmith confirmed that Douglas was the name Hill had used during his banishment to Alaska.
Coyne and Whitehurst had now agreed that Stern should handle the problem. He looked up a number in his private directory and soon heard the familiar voice he had consulted about another matter in Falls Church the week before.
"This is the Parson," he said, repeating the same routine. "I have a job for you that will pay double the last one."
"Hey, Parson, lay it on me."
"This one won't be as easy. You'll have to find the man first. He lives in Falls Church, but he's a slippery character."
"I've got lots of friends in the looking business."
"I know. That's why I picked you. But we don't have much time. It should be done today. By noon tomorrow at the latest."
"Damn, you're an impatient man, Parson. Gimme the dude's pedigree. Everything you can."
"His name is Burke Hill," Stern began. He told where Hill worked and lived, described his two kids, detailed his wife's business, explained about the fake trip out of Dulles and advised that he was probably hiding out somewhere in the area. "Watch your step. He's an ex-FBI agent and his wife is a former CIA officer."
"Hey, that makes it more interesting. Got a picture?"
"You can pick it up at the gun shop after nine." It was a drop-off point in Alexandria they had used previously. The envelope would bear the name "Max."
* * *
Stern's request touched off a flurry of calls around the Washington area during the next two hours. Compiling Hill's dossier, as the more sophisticated might call it, was not overly difficult. Living in the world's most open society, populated primarily by candid, friendly, trusting people, Americans would readily divulge some of their innermost secrets to perfect strangers, if properly approached. Anyone with a credit card, a checking account, an automobile, a telephone, a direct mail purchase, to name a few, left an amazing trail of facts in computers across the country. All of it was available to those with the equipment, the know-how and the entree to the data bases. One of the calls Max placed was to an information wizard named Murray Bender. As usual, he had to leave his number on the answering machine.
* * *
Washington, D.C. held a particular fascination for Americans of all ages, from the lowly to the illustrious. Despite the city's troubled recent past, its struggles with disaffected minorities, with drugs and crime, people across the country held it in a certain reverence. The sight of Old Glory snapping in the breeze above a magnificent gilded dome stirred a sense of patriotism in even the most hardened cynic. On Monday, July third, eve of the holiday that annually rekindled the nation's pride in its freedom and independence, tourists by the thousands invaded the capital's historic areas, armed to the teeth with photographic gear of every description. They poked and pointed and peered through an astonishing variety of lenses at the venerable sights so familiar to patriots from Maine to California.
As the morning rush hour ended and workers who hadn't managed an extra day off began business as usual, a different kind of lens was aimed along Maryland Avenue near Sixth Street, a couple of blocks removed from the throngs of camera-toting visitors. What appeared to be a surveyor's transit was set up in the street behind the National Aeronautics and Space Administration Building, just in front of a blue minivan with the markings of "Capitol Surveys" on the side. Actually the transit-looking device was called an aiming circle elbow telescope, a piece of military hardware used for the orientation of indirect fire weapons. The "surveyor" was Nikolai Romashchuk, his assistant the Peruvian called Pepe.
It took less than thirty minutes for the Major to complete his work, which included spray-painting two green X's on the pavement where the telescope sat. Then he drove back to Advanced Security Systems, where a sign posted on the front door gave notice that the company was "Closed for Holidays." The employees had been given a long weekend off. It was not that Haskell Feldhaus was all that generous. The closure had been planned to give Romashchuk and his crew the opportunity to work unobserved and unhindered. A small group of employees with special talents had been instructed to stand by at home for a possible special assignment.
Besides the English requirement, the Major had requested that El Sendero Luminoso provide him with two men who were experienced drivers and one a qualified welder. Now he supervised the South American welder in securing three model 1937 Soviet 82mm mortars to the bed of the yellow dump truck. Using the information he had obtained at the Maryland Avenue site, which lay exactly 800 meters from the target, the Major positioned the bipod assemblies and baseplates to allow for the precise setting of azimuth and elevation on the weapons. They would be leveled when in place by reducing or increasing air pressure in the truck tires. He had firing tables that gave the proper propellant charge for the desired trajectory.
Romashchuk was familiar with IRA mortar attacks on British installations in Northern Ireland. They had used crude homemade devices with little reliability, strictly hit or miss, mostly miss. He was satisfied that his arrangement would produce direct hits. It was the real thing. Real Soviet mortars and production line shells, each round filled with five kilograms of a highly lethal nerve agent. He had been assured that only enough to cover the head of a pin was required to kill a person. When the shells exploded on impact, the nerve agent would be dispersed in a fine mist that would spread quickly with no more than a gentle breeze. Members of his team always used gloves to handle the weapons, but he carried syringes of atropine, a nerve gas antidote, in case of accidental exposure.
After lunch he went to work on the blue minivan, which also required some modest modification. First he removed the Capital Surveys sign. He cut a hole through the floor about three feet from the rear, then attached a large pipe resembling an oversize tailpipe alongside the exhaust. He extended it up through the opening in the floor with a ninety-degree fitting. Using a similar fitting, he curved it toward the front, where he attached a section of plastic outlet tube from a gas-powered blower, the kind used in suburbia to clean leaves from patios and driveways. Before inserting the other section of outlet tube, which was bolted to the blower itself, he installed an attachment with a large plastic canister that would permit blowing of solid material such as insulation.
After securing the blower to the floor of the minivan with heavy strap iron, Romashchuk reinforced all of the joints with duct tape. Then he looked out the sliding door at the brown-skinned Peruvians who had been watching in silence.
"Shall we give it a try?" he asked in Spanish.
They looked around at each other. It was Pepe who replied with a nod. "Let's hope it works."
"Hand me that sack of flour," Romashchuk instructed, pointing to a pile of odds and ends and leftover materials on the shop floor.
Taking the sack, he removed the plastic canister, poured in the flour, then re-attached it. He started the van and backed out into the storage yard. There was a slight breeze blowing away from the building. Perfect. He moved into the back of the van and tugged on the starter cord. The small engine roared to life and began to buzz with the unique popping sound made by gasoline blowers and trimmers.
Romashchuk yelled out the open window, "Test commencing!"
He depressed a trigger-like lever and a cloud of white dust began to pour out behind the van. It drifted toward the rear of the lot like a morning fog settling in a valley. Romashchuk released the trigger and smiled.
"Everything is ready. Two of you will ride in here, three in the dump truck."
* * *
In Alexandria, a pleasant looking, well-dressed young man knocked on the door just as Lila Rodman was about to leave for the grocery to pick up a few items for the picnic lunch tomorrow. She opened it and smiled through the screen that covered the top portion of the black wrought iron security door.
"I'm looking for Mrs. Karen Rodman," said the man, a bit wide-eyed, obviously struck by the smiling young beauty.
"I'm sorry, she's already gone to the shop." Seeing the uncertain expression on his face, Lila added, "She and a friend are opening a dress shop day after tomorrow."
He nodded. "Are you her daughter?"
"Yes. I'm Lila Rodman."
"Special Agent Hugh Nivens, FBI," he said, holding out his ID. "Could I talk with you for a minute?"
She smiled. "Go right ahead, Mr. Nivens. My mother said don't let any strange men in the house. She didn't say I shouldn't talk to them through the screen door."
He shrugged. "Has your father been here in the last few days?"
Lila frowned. Why was this FBI agent asking about her Dad? The government had caused him more than enough trouble in the past. Why didn't they just leave him alone?
"I presume you know he's been living in Mexico," she said. "He came by to see us last Wednesday. What business is it of the FBI?"
"Did he say where he was going or when he would be back?"
Lila frowned. She didn't like it that he hadn't answered her question, but she saw no reason not to answer his. "He had to go somewhere to interview for a new job. I'm not sure where. Mom said he would be back by tomorrow. Now will you tell me why you're so interested in my Dad's whereabouts?"
Agent Nivens looked at her curiously. "You really don't know, do you?"
"Know what?"
"That Colonel Rodman is wanted by the Mexican police?"
"Wanted? Why on earth would they�?" Her voice trailed off.
"He's charged with the murder of a woman in Guadalajara. If you hear any more from him, I would�"
"Liar!" she raged. "My Dad wouldn't hurt anybody. If the Mexicans think he did, they're crazy. Please get out of here."
She stepped back and slammed the door in his face.
Then, as the enormity of what he had said began to sink in, she fell across the sofa sobbing.
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Adam Stern had driven back to his hotel the night before in a car from Advanced Security Systems. After breakfast, he drove to Alexandria to deliver the photograph of Burke Hill to the gun shop. Then he detoured by Falls Church, where he located the Hill home and cruised past it slowly. Across the street and one house down sat a telephone company truck, its occupant working away on a pole, a head set covering one ear. No doubt one of those "friends in the looking business," he thought.
He drove back across the Fourteenth Street bridge and turned east toward Haskell Feldhaus' operation. He wandered randomly through the nearby streets, alert for any sign that Burke Hill might have returned for a closer look at Advanced Security Systems. Finding no evidence of Hill anywhere in the vicinity, he turned up the street beside the storage yard and saw the blue minivan parked behind the shop. Evidently Romashchuk and his crew were inside working on the dump truck.
Back at his hotel room, Stern turned on the television, curious to know if there was any news from Belarus. He picked up the remote and flipped through the channels until he found CNN's Headline News. A short piece on preparations around the country for Independence Day celebrations sparked no interest, but this was followed by a correspondent in Minsk speculating on what would come out of the upcoming CIS summit gathering. Stern probably would have paid no attention to the following forty-second sound bite if it had not come on the heels of the CIS story. But as he listened to the attractive lady anchor in Atlanta and watched the striking pictures on the screen, it quickly became clear that this was news with a direct impact. The camera showed a battered piece of steel guard rail, then slowly zoomed out to reveal a perilous roadside drop-off that overlooked a deep, sweeping valley. As the newswoman described what had taken place, the picture switched to a shot from a helicopter. Wreckage of a truck lay smashed in the dense forest below. Although only yards from a nearby road, it had not been spotted earlier because of the trees.
"Tennessee State Troopers initially thought the truck had accidentally gone off Interstate Forty during a heavy thunderstorm Saturday afternoon," she reported in an ominous tone. "But when weapons and bullet holes were found, the FBI was called in. The victims were identified as members of the so-called 'Vietnamese mafia' from Chicago. Although no drugs were found in the wreckage, an FBI spokesman said the accident probably resulted from narcotics warfare between rival factions."
Stern immediately recalled Major Romashchuk mentioning the storm they had encountered in the area Saturday afternoon. It occurred at the time the people sent by Feldhaus' contact should have been closing in on Rodman and Shumakov. The TV report said the wreck victims were from the Vietnamese mafia in Chicago. It had to be the same people. But shots? Who had fired the shots?
As he thought of Burke Hill renting the black pickup truck in Knoxville that same evening, it occurred to him that Hill must have followed Romashchuk on to Washington. But the only way he could have picked up the Major's trail was through Colonel Warren Rodman and Investigator Yuri Shumakov. Apparently they had not been eliminated. Their pursuers had died instead. He called Haskell Feldhaus to give him the bad news. He also called one of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable's members with a vested interest in Warren Rodman.
* * *
The large two-story, four-bedroom colonial style house stood on the edge of Falls Church, its lower floor mostly hidden from view by a high brick wall. A real estate developer had built it for himself during a booming period for the home building business. Caught in a credit crunch later, he had declared bankruptcy. Drs. Chloe and Walter Brackin had secretly admired the house ever since moving to the area. They didn't need a four-bedroom house, but it became available at a bargain price, and they could afford it. So they bought it.
Now some of that extra space was getting put to use as Burke, Roddy and Yuri set up headquarters there. Chloe and Walt had been at the Hill home the previous evening when Burke and Yuri returned from the encounter with Adam Stern. The Brackins had been listening to Colonel Rodman's helicopter tales, which he had been encouraged to relate after learning that Walt Brackin had served as a doctor in an Army Special Forces medical unit.
Burke had elected to tell his friends the bizarre story of events over the past week, withholding only the part about the nerve gas. He didn't feel it fair to saddle them with that gruesome knowledge. He asked their help on two counts. One involved sheltering the trio of "wanted" men. It would no longer be safe to remain at the Hill home. Knowing Walt's penchant for shooting everything in sight with his top-of-the-line camcorder, Burke also outlined a movie project they could undertake for him. Chloe and Walt had readily agreed to both requests.
The fugitives spent most of the morning attempting to agree on the best approach to locating and neutralizing Nikolai Romashchuk and his terrorist team. Yuri, imbued with the Russian penchant for intrigue, suggested looking for an employee of Advanced Security who might be enlisted to obtain inside information. Burke pointed out the holiday would likely make that difficult. Roddy preferred aerial surveillance. Since that option was not available, he recommended surreptitious surveillance from the ground. Accustomed to having the services of professional intelligence specialists as close as the telephone, Burke felt frustrated. But knowing their basic need was for information, he agreed to Roddy's call for a surveillance operation. Before they could get started, Lori called from her office.
"I have two things," she said. "One is bad; the other doesn't sound too good."
"Give me the bad news first," Burke said.
"The FBI came looking for Colonel Rodman this morning."
"Where?"
She told him that Karen Rodman had called after hearing from Lila about the young agent's appearance on her doorstep. Karen had finally managed to mollify her daughter after explaining why they had not told her earlier about Roddy's troubles in Mexico.
"Needless to say, they'll be looking for him tomorrow for sure," Lori added.
"Sooner, I'd venture. They probably already have the phone tapped."
"She anticipated that. She gave me the phone number for the dress shop and said he could call her there. Do you think our phone is safe?"
"I wouldn't count on it. Stern probably recognized me last night. He could have passed the word on to Pickens or McNaughton."
"That may be what this other call is about. It was an ominous-sounding guy, said you would know him. He left a phone number. The name is Murray Bender."
"He's the ex-CIA man Roddy got my name from. I'd better see what he wants."
When he dialed the number, Bender answered promptly.
"This is Burke Hill. What can I do for you?"
"You can be very damned careful and try not to get yourself killed."
Burke frowned. "Would you like to clarify that?"
"I think you know that I deal in information. I have all kinds of clients, legitimate and otherwise. I just had a request from a guy who calls himself Max. I've never met him, have no idea what he looks like. I only know him by reputation. He's a hit man. Noted for using explosives. A very resourceful character. He was asking for information about you."
"You mean there's a contract�"
"Does Adam Stern know of your connection with Colonel Rodman?"
"I'm afraid he does."
"Then he's probably responsible. Be careful, Hill. This man is deadly."
After hearing Burke's account of what he had just learned from Lori and Bender, Roddy leaned his elbows on the table and shook his head. " I'm sorry I got you into this, Burke."
"If you hadn't, the chances of stopping Nikolai Romashchuk would have been nonexistent. I'll worry about Max later. He won't find me at home. You'd better call your ex-wife. Then we need to get moving."
Roddy got Karen at the dress shop and asked about the FBI agent.
She repeated what Lila had told her. "I haven't been this frightened since the mission to Iran, Roddy. I hope this will soon be over."
"Don't worry. It's all going to work out okay." He tried to sound convincing, though he hadn't convinced himself.
"Dutch Schuler called this morning before I left. He reminded me that I had said you might be here for the Fourth."
"What did you tell him?"
"I said I didn't know. You might. He left his number at the transient quarters at Andrews. Wanted you to call if you came in."
"I'd like to talk to him, but it would be damned risky at this point."
After giving him the number, she added in a pleading voice, "Don't take any unnecessary chances."
Driving the brown Honda Roddy had picked up in Knoxville, which fortunately had West Virginia plates, Burke and his two companions stopped at a Wal-Mart and a military surplus store to replenish their wardrobes. When they started out for the neighborhood where Advanced Security Systems was located, Walt Brackin's ten-speed bike protruded from the trunk. Burke was dressed in blue shorts and a white T-shirt emblazoned with "NAVY" in large blue letters. He wore large, dark sunglasses and a black baseball cap. Rodman had become an electrician, wearing denim work pants and shirt, an assortment of tools hanging from his waist, including a large roll of black electrical tape that swung on a chain. Shumakov wore the camouflage uniform and combat boots of an Army sergeant.
They parked in front of a vacant building three blocks beyond Advanced Security. Burke unloaded the bicycle and hooked one of the small radios on his belt. He stuck the earpiece in his ear, hoping to look like a biker from the Navy Yard enjoying music while getting his exercise. He also attached a lapel mike inside the top of his T-shirt. He hadn't intended to go armed, but as a result of Bender's call, he carried a small Beretta in his pocket.
"I'll let you know if I see anything. Then we can proceed according to plan," he said as he hopped on the bike and began to pedal up the street.
Even if he had intended to do any serious biking, which he hadn't, the blazing afternoon sun assured he would attempt no speed records. He felt the perspiration trickling beneath his shirt and hoped it wouldn't foul up his microphone.
The street had a mixture of modest houses which served as single or multi-family residences and larger ones that had been converted to business use. Two pre-teen black boys soon roared up on their smaller bikes and grinned at him.
"Whatcha listening to, admiral?" one of them asked as he paced himself alongside Burke.
"It ain't rock and it ain't rap," Burke said with a chuckle. "Actually, I'm listening to Beethoven. Ever heard of him?"
The other boy stuck his nose in the air and went, "Da-da-da-dum!" Burke laughed as they raced ahead, shouting at each other. At the next corner, he turned and headed up the street that ran alongside the fenced storage yard. When he reached a point where he could see the rear of the security firm building, he cut his eyes to the side while keeping his face pointing straight ahead. He pressed a button on the radio and began talking as though singing along with the music.
"The door to the shop area is open. Looks like the blue minivan is inside. The yellow dump truck's parked in back. It has some lettering on the door but I can't make it out." He turned to look at the buildings on the other side of the street. "There's a small appliance repair shop across from it, Roddy, with a driveway at the side. Doesn't look like it's open. If you could come in from the back, you ought to find a spot where you could use the glasses and the camera. For one thing, I'd like to know what it says on that truck."
Roddy acknowledged, then passed the word along to Yuri. Since this was his first time to see the area, except on a map somewhat lacking in detail, he would depend on Shumakov to lead him in.
Yuri began walking quickly down the street, with Roddy following on the opposite side. When they reached an alley that should run behind the buildings in question, Yuri stopped and bent down to tie his shoe. He looked up as Roddy caught up with him.
"It should be about halfway down there," Yuri said, nodding his head toward the alley. "On the right. I will wander around here and watch for Burke."
As Roddy walked down the alley, he noticed some of the structures had fences in back, others were open. High weeds grew along the property line much of the way. He saw a couple of sweating black men toiling over on an old car behind a two-story brick house. One of them glanced up momentarily, then resumed his effort to free a recalcitrant bolt.
Along the middle of the block, he came to a large white frame structure with an asphalt driveway that ran from the alley to the street. This must be it, he thought. There were no vehicles around. About two-thirds of the way up, a large tree stood beside the driveway. It would provide a convenient cover for viewing the fenced enclosure across the street. Seeing no one around, he walked quickly up the driveway and ducked behind the tree. He took a pair of small, compact binoculars from his pocket and focused on the lot across the way.
His eyes swept the area until the enlarged circles picked up the yellow truck. He zeroed in on the door and read:
Department of Public Works
Water and Sewer
Accompanying the lettering was the "stars and bars" of the District of Columbia's flag.
Roddy stashed the binoculars away and took out a small camera that Burke had briefed him on. It was more compact and less conspicuous than the Nikon. He shot a few frames, then held up the radio and reported what he had seen.
"A D.C. waterworks truck?" Burke asked in reply.
"That's what it says."
"Is the minivan still inside the shop?"
"It was, but it's just backing out now."
"Who can you see around there?"
"There's one, two, three� looks like all five of the South Americans. It's the Major behind the wheel. Wait. Now he seems to be bending over in the back. What the�?"
When Roddy paused, Burke asked, "What's going on?"
"Looked like a long burst of exhaust. Now it's just drifting back like a white cloud, almost like fog."
Back on the street corner a block and a half away, where the blue-and-white-clad biker stood giving directions to the Army sergeant, Burke was chafing at his inability to see what was happening. Too bad he hadn't provided a small TV "palmcorder" with short-range transmitting capabilities instead of just a radio. He told Shumakov what Roddy had reported.
Yuri's eyes widened. "I wonder, could they be preparing to use the neurotoxin I read about in Kiev? The C/B weapons my brother was storing included both nerve gas shells and what was called an experimental neurotoxin. It would temporarily induce fear and erratic behavior in people exposed to it. The report said it was in powdered form stored in canisters."
"Damn," Burke murmured, drawing it out into two syllables. "If you're right, they must have rigged up something to spread it all over the place by just driving down the street."
"It has no permanent effect," Yuri added. "But it can last two or three days."
Burke cocked his head as Roddy's voice came through the headphones. "One of the guys just drove the truck back into the shop. Looks like they're all getting in the van. Are you anywhere near the car?"
"Negative," Burke replied. "Yuri and I are at a street corner about a block from you. There's no way we can follow them now. We'll meet you back at the car."
It was about ten minutes later when the three of them piled into the Honda. Before heading back to Falls Church, Burke drove up to Dulles and retrieved his Buick from the parking lot. The other two would follow in the Honda. After Burke paid at the ticket booth and pulled out onto the access road, the attendant lifted the phone in his booth. He had just detected a change in the sound of a steady hum that came from the small radio leaning against the glass. It was a sound worth half a C-note.
When a voice answered, he said, "This is Dulles. The Buick just left."
* * *
They sat in the Brackins' recreation room at a white wrought iron table with chairs that appeared to have come from an old ice cream parlor.
"Now that we know where the weapons are," said Rodman, toying with a half-empty soft drink bottle, "why don't we give the police an anonymous tip and let them move in? That gets around the FBI."
Burke sat back with arms folded, a thoughtful frown on his face. "First, we think that's where the weapons are. We don't know for sure. And second, the cops wouldn't go storming in there on the strength of an anonymous phone call anyway. Whoever runs the place probably has good contacts with the police. They would call him first and say we got this weird call, okay if we come take a look?"
Roddy nodded. "And by the time they got there, Romashchuk and his goodies would be long gone."
"Right."
"Why don't we go in late tonight," Yuri Shumakov suggested, "and look for the weapons? If we find them, we remove them."
"Good thought," Burke agreed. "But getting into that place could be as bad as trying to break into Fort Knox. Besides the usual burglar alarms, they probably have highly sophisticated motion detectors, infrared sensors, every high tech gadget in the book. Without the codes to bypass them, we'd be out of luck."
Yuri shook his head in dismay. "I cannot believe this is happening in America. Surely there is someone we can tell, something we can do."
Burke got up and walked over to the pool table, picked up the cue ball and sent it spinning into the triangle of balls racked at the other end. There was a sharp crack, followed by a chain reaction of clacking noises as balls bounced back and forth. It was an effort to do something, anything, to take some action however trivial, rather than just sit around helplessly. Yuri was right. There must be someone. They had to do something.
He turned around, leaned back against the pool table and looked from Roddy to Yuri. Their lives had already been threatened once. Now there was a faceless hit man after him. Clearly their knowledge of Major Romashchuk's operation had left them all marked men. So what could they do about it?
"It appears to me we have two options," he said quietly. "Number one, we can mount a stakeout of Advanced Security Systems, follow the Major the next time he shows up and try to trap him. The odds wouldn't be too favorable if he was with more than one of his guerrillas."
"What about number two?" Roddy asked.
"I could resurface in Washington, go to the Metropolitan Police and report my suspicions that a terrorist group was preparing weapons at the Advanced Security Systems compound."
"Would they believe you?"
"With my reputation, I think they would have to seriously consider it. But what if the weapons weren't there? What if Romashchuk has them stored wherever he's holed up? The police would probably turn to the FBI, then McNaughton or Pickens would quickly destroy my credibility. And if I go public, I'm an open target for this assassin called Max."
"There's no need for you to endanger yourself like that," Roddy said. "Let's get on with the stakeout. We don't know when he might be back."
"We would need a place of concealment," Yuri ventured.
Burke nodded as he walked over to the bar, where a telephone sat atop a directory. "I noticed a sign in front of the building next door to the small appliance shop. It advertised an office for rent. I didn't catch the phone number, but it showed a firm named Vintage Realty."
He thumbed through the directory and found the number.
"Vintage Realty. How can I be of service?" a bright female voice answered.
"I noticed one of your office for rent signs," Burke said, giving the location.
"Yes, that's Latrisha Grammer's listing. Please hold."
A few moments later, a lower, slower voice spoke. "This is Ms. Grammer. You're interested in the Brabson Building? That's a great little office. Great location, too. Not many minutes away from downtown."
In a fast car, Burke thought. "Is it on the front of the building?"
"Yes, on the second floor. Has windows looking out onto the street. There are two rooms, total of about three hundred and fifty square feet. If that isn't big enough, we have some nice larger offices�"
"Sounds just right for me. What about parking?"
"There's parking in the rear. I'd be happy to show it to you if you'd like. What was your name?"
"Mr. Douglas. Steve Douglas. No need to show it. It's in the right place and I don't have time to waste. I got fed up with the people I've been renting from and moved out this morning. They wouldn't do any maintenance."
"We take excellent care of our properties," Ms. Grammer said.
He smiled, recalling the faded exterior of the converted two-story house. "With the holiday coming up, I need to move in this afternoon. I'll be out of town after that."
"Well, we would need to check out your application first," she said, a reluctant note indicating she didn't relish the idea of missing a chance to close a deal on this marginal location.
"What if I gave you four months rent in advance?"
The change in her voice was miraculous. "What time did you want to meet me?"
"I can be at your office in half an hour. Have the papers ready."
Just as they left the Brackin home, taking both cars, a panel truck rolled into Falls Church, a directional antenna tuned to the steady tone emanating from a tiny transmitter fixed to the underside of Burke's Buick.
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The early wave of flextimers was already filling the outbound lanes of Arlington Boulevard. The main rush from the Pentagon and offices across the Potomac would soon flood the artery, but the rust-colored panel truck was heading in the opposite direction, toward the backside of Arlington National Cemetery. The traffic was moderate. The driver, a crusty-looking former Navy radioman with a bristly, graying beard was listening through a pair of headphones.
"He's not too far. Wait a minute." He adjusted the directional antenna. "Turned right, probably on Washington Boulevard. Sure as shittin' he's headed for the District."
The passenger was a tall, lanky man with a near-smile seemingly fixed to his gaunt face. Called simply Max, he had large, deep-set eyes that gave him a hollow look, appropriately close enough to pass for the Grim Reaper himself. Hardly an imposing physical specimen, he avoided close combat and would hardly have frightened anyone but old women or small boys, who could instinctively detect the sinister aspects of that fixed grin. His specialty was the remote dispatch of his victims. Every new job was a challenge, but the subject's background gave this one some special qualities. He had worked feverishly since morning to track down his quarry. He would soon know how successful he had been. After that would come the really interesting part. A man who took great pride in doing his job efficiently and effectively, he utilized every available resource. The old sailor, Sparky Pitts, was a recent acquisition, a rough-edged character with a natural bent for electronics and explosives. His major shortcoming was that he didn't know when to shut up.
"See if you can't get this old bus in high gear," Max chided. "I'd like to eyeball him before he hits the river."
Pitts shrugged. "Ain't no problem. I was just lollygagging along so we wouldn't attract no attention from the fuzz." He pushed on the accelerator and swung into the passing lane. The signal kept shifting to the right until he turned south on Washington Boulevard, then it was dead ahead and getting louder. As they approached I-395, he followed the tone left onto the ramp.
"That must be him up ahead of that Honda," Max said as he got a clear view near the Pentagon. "Where's your field glasses?"
"In the pocket. They're kinda smudged. Hope you can see through 'em."
Max opened the glove compartment, pulled out a heavy pair of binoculars and scanned ahead. They were one lane to the left of the Buick. When he spotted the license plate, he knew he had his man. "That's him. Don't let him get away."
They followed the brown car across the Rochambeau Bridge, where it jogged right at East Potomac Park and took the Southwest Freeway. When it swung onto the South Capitol Street exit, Max frowned. "Looks like he's got company. The Honda's on his tail."
After a couple of blocks, the car slowed, then pulled to a stop in front of a low building bearing a "Vintage Realty" sign. The Honda parked next door and Pitts slowed as they drove past. When the driver stepped out of the Buick, Max recognized Burke Hill from the photograph Adam Stern had left for him at the gun shop.
"Turn around at the end of the block," Max instructed. "We'll come back this way and park in front of that vacant store. I want to get a look at his watchers."
Sparky Pitts did as instructed, backing in at the front of the store to provide Max a clear view of the cars across the street. He accompanied his maneuvering with a steady stream of adverse opinions about drivers in general and the deplorable habits of Washington drivers in particular. The sun was dropping toward the horizon directly in back of the truck, leaving it in the store's shadow. The other side of the street caught the full force of the slanting rays, making it a virtual cinch that no one over there could get a decent look at the pair in the rust-colored vehicle.
Max poked the binoculars� lenses into the hollow sockets of his eyes and checked out the Honda. "They don't look like cops," he said. "Bodyguards maybe?"
"Pretty stupid if they are. They don't look too interested in what's going on around here."
Hill came back out of the real estate office in barely more than five minutes. He walked over to the Honda and spoke to the driver.
Max looked around with a twisted grin. "Maybe I'll give the Parson a bargain. Three for the price of one."
* * *
"Follow me," Burke told Roddy. "We'll go in the alley and park behind the building. I've got a key to the back entrance."
The location was not far away. They soon filed into the narrow alley, then turned beside a dilapidated wooden garage to which a "Brabson Building" sign and an arrow had been nailed. Most of the former backyard had been graveled for parking. There were a few trees, mostly along the side lot line. The lack of any other vehicles told Burke the place was probably empty. On the eve of a major holiday, no one was likely interested in burning any midnight oil. He lifted an olive green sport bag off the seat beside him and stepped out. As he did, he noticed he had swept out his copy of the office lease and Latrisha Grammer's business card, which had fallen onto the gravel. He tossed them back onto the seat and locked the door.
Inside the building, a lighted hallway ran from back to front. Burke walked toward the front stairway past walls of a dull, industrial gray. Closed doors bearing plastic numbers and nameplates identified the offices and their occupants. He led the way upstairs and stopped at "Suite 200," a designation that appeared somewhat ostentatious, he thought.
He unlocked the door and looked inside to find a darkened, empty room about fifteen feet square with two windows covered by miniblinds. The only illumination came from slivers of sunlight that filtered through the nearly closed blinds, sparkling on dust particles stirred by the draft from when he had come in. Another door on the back wall led into a smaller room.
"Let's leave the lights off," Burke said as he walked over to partially open one of the blinds. He looked out. "Couldn't ask for a better view."
Shumakov stood beside him and gazed across at the storage yard. Their second floor vantage point offered clear sight lines to most of the Advanced Security Systems compound. "So now it is a game of sit and wait," Yuri said.
Rodman shrugged. "Or hide and seek." He had brought along a sack with three bottled soft drinks, since coffee wouldn't be available. He set it on the floor near the wall, then frowned. "We forgot one thing."
Burke's head snapped around. "What?"
"Chairs."
"Oh. Yeah. Would be handy, wouldn't they?"
Yuri plopped onto the floor beside the window. It was tall, with a bottom sash that came within twenty-four inches of the floor. "I can see fine from here."
"Okay," said Burke, "we'll take turns keeping an eye on the place. You might as well go first, Yuri, since you're already in the catbird seat."
He opened his sport bag and emptied out the contents. There was a pair of binoculars, which he handed across to Shumakov. Next was a small emergency light, a battery-operated device that would put out only a soft glow when turned on. He plugged it into a nearby wall outlet. The other equipment included the portable cellular phone, a battery charger, two small transceivers, a flashlight and a 9mm SIG-Sauer P228 loaded with a thirteen-round magazine. The gun was in a holster which he hooked to his belt in back.
* * *
Sparky Pitts had parked the panel truck at the back of the driveway to the small appliance repair shop, which ran between the two buildings. Though sheltered by trees and partially hidden by the old garage, they still had a good view of the two cars parked near the rear entrance to the Brabson Building. While Max watched silently, as intense as a hungry hawk on the lookout for his next meal, his bearded sidekick appeared oblivious to the grim business they were about. Sparky chattered like the town gossip holding forth in a barbershop. What his seagoing recollections lacked in authenticity, he made up for in graphic detail. He had a tale for every occasion. With the windows partially lowered because of the heat, Max continually cautioned him to keep his voice down.
"Know what this reminds me of?" Pitts asked, obviously finding it difficult to manage subdued tones. "Reminds me of a time over in the Philippines when we was tied up at Subic for repairs. Had a bos'n's mate named Switzer, huge hulk of a man, was in love with this little whore called 'Estrellita.' That means `little star.' She had one of them Coke bottle figures."
Max shook his head as Sparky rattled on and on. At least it would keep him from dozing off. He wouldn't make his move until the sun went down.
* * *
It had been dark for an hour. The yellow-hued lights that ranged above the fenced enclosure across the street had come on automatically at sundown. Nothing had stirred about the compound other than a flurry of dust kicked up by the evening breeze. Everything was quiet but for the occasional bang or whistle of fireworks set off down the street.
Burke Hill had just finished his stint beside the window. "I know you guys are tired of hamburgers," he said, digging into the sport bag for the radios. "How about I get us some chicken? I'll take one of these and you can alert me if anything happens."
"Make mine extra crispy," said Rodman.
Burke walked down to the lower hallway and headed for the back door. The place was eerily silent, each footfall landing with an echo. He stepped into the darkness out back and noted that, with the clear sky, the glow of the city lights lacked any reflective surface to brighten the night in this area. However, there was enough moon to outline shapes and give light-colored surfaces such as the whitewashed rocks that lined the parking area an odd luminescence. His eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness as he walked over to the Buick and stuck the key in the lock. He was about to turn it when a glimmer of light reflected off something beneath the edge of the car, catching in his peripheral vision.
Stooping down, he picked up what appeared to be a business card. He held the card high so that it would catch enough light to be read, squinted his eyes and made out the words "Latrisha Grammer, Agent."
His forehead rumpled with a quizzical frown. He clearly remembered tossing that card back onto the seat. What the hell was going on? The obvious conclusion was that someone had been inside his car and brushed it off the seat, just as he had. Reaching for the door handle, he pressed it carefully. Locked. People who stole from cars didn't bother to lock the doors after them, he reasoned. Then who could it have been, and what were they after?
The loud, explosive popping of a string of firecrackers set off not far away startled him. It also triggered a sudden, disturbing thought. Explosives! Could his car have been tampered with by the assassin that Murray Bender had warned about, a man known for using explosives? He had blithely ignored the warning, assuming that simply avoiding his home would ward off any pursuers. What a fallacy. He had used Stern to help locate Nikolai Romashchuk. There were too many ways someone could have tracked him down here.
He pulled the key out of the lock and calmly returned to the building, but the adrenalin had set him on edge. Idiot, he berated himself. You should have known better than to use your own car. You could have borrowed one from the Brackins.
Inside the building, he stood for a moment considering all the dire possibilities. A bomb could have been set to go off when he opened the door. It could be wired to the ignition to trigger when he started the engine. Or, probably the most reliable, it could have a radio-controlled detonator, in which case the assassin would be hiding somewhere nearby, watching and waiting for him to get into the vehicle.
He looked around. The restrooms were on this end of the building. He took the stairs to the second floor, opened the door to the men's room and looked in. The light was off, but he could see a casement window with horizontal panes on the back wall. He went inside and carefully turned the crank until it was open enough to see out.
As his eyes swept the area behind the building, he noticed a dark object barely visible through the trees on the other side of the old garage. As he stared, he could make out the lines of something, a van, maybe a truck? Re-orienting himself, he realized it would be in the driveway of the small appliance repair shop.
Nothing had been parked there when they came in.
Burke hurried back to the office and told his companions what he had seen. Returning with the binoculars, he took another look. Now it became clear that someone was parked at the back of the driveway next door.
When Burke reported back, Rodman scrambled up from his post at the window. "What are you going to do?"
"Things still quiet across the street?"
"Like the night before Christmas."
Burke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I'd be afraid to use either of those cars until we can check them out. We might as well forget the rest of it until we can handle this."
"You think the guy in the driveway is this Max that Murray Bender mentioned?" Roddy asked.
"Probably. I need some sort of diversion, something to distract him and give me a chance to surprise him."
Roddy reached over and lifted the sack with the now empty soft drink bottles. "Yuri and I could take these over to that driveway and act like a couple of drunks. We drop the bottles� that'll make a lot of racket� then get into a fight over it."
Burke turned to Yuri. "Think you can pull it off?"
He grinned. "I have certainly seen enough drunks in my time."
"Okay," Burke said. "Keep your guns handy." He had provided Yuri with ammunition for his Rossi and given Roddy the small Beretta. They nodded. "Okay. I'll circle around the building next door and come up behind him. Give me ten minutes from right now, then start your act."
He slipped out the front door and stood for a moment, looking around. Nothing moved. He heard laughter somewhere up the street. A dog barked in the distance, and off in the other direction rap music was playing on a radio. Moving quickly past the building on the opposite side from the small appliance shop, he turned toward the alley. The ground felt soft as a golf green here, and he caught the pungent odor of freshly cut grass.
Striding quietly through the short grass to the rear of the building, he went down on one knee and peered cautiously around the corner. This lot had more trees, a dumpster and some outbuildings that offered good concealment. He moved around them in a crouched position, careful to keep the sound of his footsteps to a minimum. He was happy he had worn blue jeans and a dark brown shirt, though he had only anticipated the need to be inconspicuous in a darkened office.
At the alley, he realized this was where he would be the most vulnerable. Street lights appeared at intervals, and though there was not one near the repair shop driveway, he would be silhouetted against the light behind him. He decided to avoid the alley as long as possible, though it meant moving slower to guard against bumping into something that might create a warning noise.
He made his way cautiously around the remains of a garbage bag ripped open by dogs, holding his breath against the stench of something worse than rotten. He dodged a large metal drum and a roll of wire fencing that nearly snagged his shirt. He picked his way over a pile of rotting lumber, including one piece that disintegrated into mush as he stepped on it, momentarily throwing him off balance, and finally edged past an empty, thank God, dog house. He hadn't done anything this stupid since his days in the Bureau, he thought with a feeling of irritation. But he couldn't stop now.
Burke checked his watch when he reached the ramshackle garage. Nine minutes and fifteen seconds had elapsed. He couldn't avoid the alley any longer. Drawing the SIG-Sauer from its holster, he crept carefully behind the garage. At the corner, he released the safety, dropped to the ground, pushed the pistol out in front and eased his head around behind it.
He froze at the sound of a voice. Then he realized it was someone talking in muted tones. He noted the vehicle was a panel truck, and there were no doubt two people inside.
There was no time to worry about odds now. He decided to take the passenger and made his move the moment he heard the crash of bottles on the driveway up ahead. He sprang behind the truck, moved around the right side and, keeping his head down, reached for the door handle. It would be an awkward maneuver, but unfortunately he didn't shoot a gun left-handed.
Roddy and Yuri were creating quite a furor as they cursed and flailed away.
The window was down in the truck, and a voice just above Burke growled. "Damn drunks! Switch your lights on. See if it'll chase 'em away."
As the headlights pierced the darkness of the driveway, Burke jerked the door open, causing the dome light to flash on the two occupants of the seat. "Don't move!" he yelled, leveling the SIG-Sauer on the tall, thin man whose large, round eyes widened with surprise.
The driver already had his hand on the keys in the ignition. He turned the switch and the engine coughed, then began to rumble beneath the hood. The sound startled Burke into momentarily shifting his eyes away from the passenger.
The short man snatched a 9mm Smith & Wesson from a shoulder holster.
Burke caught the move and squeezed off two quick shots. The passenger fired at almost the same time, but Burke's first shot had struck his arm, throwing the round off its mark. It only grazed Burke's shoulder. His second shot hit the side of the man's head, which seemed to explode.
Burke barely dodged the open door as the truck lurched backward into the alley, then swung around and roared off with tires screaming. The door had not closed enough to kill the dome light, and Burke got a glimpse of the driver's thoroughly terrorized, gray-bearded face.
He heard running feet and turned to see Roddy and Yuri.
Roddy shined the flashlight at him. "You've been shot!"
Glancing at his shoulder, Burke saw blood around a tear in his shirt. He also felt a stinging sensation. And he felt awfully lucky. He shoved the gun back into its holster and shrugged. "I'll live."
"I heard two or three shots," Roddy said. "Did you get him?"
"Yeah." He could still see the bullet that shattered the gaunt man's head. "I don't believe he'll be taking any more contracts."
"Shine your light over here," Yuri said, bending down beside them. They saw a small metal box, heavily taped, with a button switch on top covered by a red metal guard. A small antenna was attached to one side.
"Careful with that," Burke said. "Unless I miss my guess, that's a radio detonation device. Must have fallen out when he jerked around."
When they checked Burke's car, they found a bomb under the front seat fashioned from C-4 plastic explosive attached to an electronic detonator. A similar device was located under the seat of the Honda. On further examination, they discovered the small tone transmitter that had been attached to Burke's Buick while it was parked at Dulles.
Roddy rubbed his forehead disconsolately. "This means our lookout is compromised. We'll have to find a new location."
"Maybe not," Burke said. "That guy was a hired gun. He tracked us down through my car. I don't imagine he's going to get a public funeral. The way that bearded driver looked, he's probably still running. If we're lucky, Stern may not find out what happened for several days yet."
"What about the gunshots?" Yuri asked. "Somebody may call the police."
"With all the fireworks going off around here, I doubt that anybody paid any attention. Let's get back to our post."
"We'll get back there," Roddy said. "You had better go let the doctors look after that shoulder. The handkerchief you put under there is soaked already. Yuri and I can look after things here. We'll let you know if anything happens."
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The holiday dawned in quiet splendor. A bright sun peeked slowly into the cloudless sky as Washington dozed. Even the tourists appeared to have slept in. It would obviously be a gorgeous day for celebrating, but Burke Hill felt almost lonely driving toward the District. The birds had barely begun venturing out in search of the early worm as he drove Walt Brackin's four-wheel-drive Blazer into the city.
Lori had been at the Brackins when he arrived late the previous evening with his bloody shoulder. It turned out to be a bit more extensive than he had at first thought. The bone was chipped along with a jagged tear in the skin. She had talked him into resting after Chloe patched him up. But before stretching out on the bed, he had checked with Roddy to be sure all was quiet, then viewed the result of the project his friends had pursued a good part of the day. The pain pill Walt provided relaxed him so thoroughly that he hadn't awakened until after five a.m. Chloe got up and cooked a big breakfast for the troops, which he carried to them in a styrofoam box.
While Rodman and Shumakov devoured the eggs, sausage, and biscuits, Burke took up the monotonous vigil at the bogus office window.
* * *
Nikolai Romashchuk and his crew of illegals had changed motels after Adam Stern's warning. They were up early also and set out after breakfast in the gray Chevrolet van that had brought them here from Texas. They went on what would have appeared to be a typical Washington sightseeing tour, except they didn't break out cameras and snap away at every stop. Their first objective was to learn the routes the two drivers would take when the operation began.
Afterward, they took a real tour, driving past the Kennedy Center, through Georgetown, up Rock Creek Parkway and down Massachusetts Avenue along Embassy Row. Romashchuk had served an assignment in Washington several years before and wanted to see how the city had changed. He was impressed mostly by the renovated houses in the historic areas and all of the massive, soaring high rise hotels. His Peruvian charges viewed the American capital with the same wide-eyed wonder as country folk from the nation's hinterlands. Somewhat oddly, perhaps, they seemed to enjoy Washington's beauty and charm on a warm holiday afternoon just as much as the visitors and residents who would be their victims.
* * *
The elements had not treated Minsk so kindly. Menacing dark clouds blanketed the Belarus capital all day. Nightfall brought a slow, drizzling rain that coated the streets and sidewalks with a treacherous glaze. Those inclined to Russian fatalism viewed it as a bad omen for the meeting of commonwealth leaders scheduled the following morning.
Most of the heads of state had already arrived and were gathered for a pre-summit dinner. They were a highly diverse group, representing a variety of nationalities, cultures and religions, each with its own unique agenda. Even a casual observer had no difficulty understanding the dynamics that had caused the Soviet Union to fragment like a shattered clay pot. Once the protective glue of the Communist Party had softened, then utterly failed, the pieces had fallen in disarray. A few recalcitrants would not join them until morning, just in time for the opening session. Security was tight. The local militia and the Belarus KGB were out in full force, intent on guarding the dignitaries and assuring a peaceful climate for the decisive meeting. Several units of the Belarus military remained on standby in their barracks in case they were needed.
A group of men with an entirely different agenda rendezvoused at a comfortable dacha on the outskirts of the capital. A baker's dozen, they represented a coalition of civilian, military and former state security officials with a single purpose, to right the perceived wrongs that had been committed back in December of 1991 in the name of so-called "independence." They had witnessed the Soviet Union being destroyed from within. Now they would see it reconstituted in the same fashion. Their plan was not greatly dissimilar to the one V. I. Lenin and his Bolsheviks had used in 1917. And just as Lenin had financed his revolution with Western capital, this group had been bankrolled by leaders of the Council of Lyon. They knew the most significant change from Lenin's era was the emergence of the United States of America as the lone superpower, willing to commit its forces around the globe in support of friendly governments. They had developed a bold scheme to blunt the possibility of American interference with this operation.
The conspirators, who had chosen an innocuous designation, the New Party Committee, sat around an oval-shaped table lavishly furnished with typical Russian zakuska, snacks such as caviar, blini, cheese, pickles and cold cuts. Bottles of French brandy sat at both ends of the table. The chairman, a short, bald man with cold gray eyes and a talent for cutting to the heart of any matter, began the discussion with a call for General Konstantin Nikolsky to report the status of his troops.
"The men are at full readiness," he said. A veteran commander who had distinguished himself in Afghanistan, Nikolsky was tall and rugged in appearance, a persuasive speaker. "The officers have been well indoctrinated. They will obey my orders without question. Although they will not understand the ultimate objective, they trust me implicitly. I have assured them they will be on the road back to military respectability."
"These are the troops being held supposedly to support the militia?" asked a swarthy Muslim from Kazakhstan.
"Correct. They are heavily armed, including enough armor to assure success. Air units are available to patrol overhead if needed."
"Are they prepared to move on a moment's notice?" the chairman asked. "The moment General Zakharov confirms that his American operation has been concluded successfully?"
"Yes. Perhaps General Zakharov can enlighten us on that prospect."
Zakharov smiled broadly. "I spoke with Major Romashchuk just before coming here. His team of guerrillas is ready to strike. I assure you, when they do, you will witness a panic in the American capital such as has never been seen before. We can expect a complete breakdown of law and order. The government will be paralyzed. Making any move to interfere with our mission here will be the farthest thing from the President's mind. We will be able to act with impunity. Our friends in Moscow and the other capitals are prepared to follow up. Once we start the action, inertia will take over."
Seated near the center was a bushy-browed Ukrainian who was highly placed in his country's government. He gave the chairman a concerned look. "Are you sure the authorities here have no hint of what we plan?"
"Hints, perhaps," said the chairman. "But knowledge, no. I talked this morning with both Chairman Latishev and General Borovsky of the Belarus KGB. They are counting on the militia and General Nikolsky's troops to guard against any trouble. Latishev believes there may be attempts to disrupt the proceedings. Borovsky was more tight-lipped, but he apparently suspects something similar. By the time they learn the truth, it will be too late."
* * *
When noon arrived with nothing more exciting than the occasional popping of firecrackers or a booming M80, the surveillance crew across from Advance Security Systems began to suspect this could turn into a mind-numbing marathon stakeout. Burke Hill had participated in a few of those years ago. It could make you feel trapped in a time warp. He called the Brackin home and told Lori to stick with her plans as though nothing had happened, giving everyone the impression that he was still in Seoul.
Shortly afterward, the cellular phone rang and Karen Rodman asked to speak with her husband. Lori had given her the number, along with a warning to use it only from a pay phone.
"I'm fine," Roddy assured her, conveniently omitting any mention of the previous night's close call with the car bomb. "Hopefully this will all soon be history. Are Renee and Jim coming for lunch?"
"They should be over shortly. I left Lila finishing up the potato salad. I've had to preach hard to that girl to keep her off the phone. She'd love to call the newspapers and the TV stations and complain about what's being done to you."
He shook his head. "Please keep her quiet, Karen. If the news people start probing, the FBI will release word about my being wanted in Mexico. They'll run my picture and every damned cop in this town will be looking for me. Don't say anything to Renee, either. Just tell her I couldn't make it back in time. Will Sergeant McGregor be there?"
"No, he has a rehearsal. We'll see him tonight after the concert."
Roddy's voice had a forlorn note. "Well, I hope you enjoy it. Wish I could be there with you."
When he was off the phone, Burke gave him a hesitant grin. "What would you like for your Fourth of July picnic, chicken, fish or burger?"
Roddy frowned. "Is there a barbeque place around?" That's what he would have eaten at Karen's house.
"Probably, but I have no idea where it would be. The other three I can find."
They wound up with crunchy, breaded chunks of fish, french fries and cole slaw. It wouldn't be the most memorable Fourth from the standpoint of the cuisine, but what was yet to come would likely make up for that.
The closest thing to excitement during the afternoon was a race of sorts along the street out front, featuring two go-carts that were little more than tubular frames with wheels and lawnmower engines. A group of boys, about half white and half black, took turns noisily roaring up and down the street. The competition literally ran out of gas at one point, being delayed while a couple of youths playing "pit crew" headed off with two large gasoline cans.
It was Roddy's turn at the window. He turned to Burke. "Those kids reminded me of something. I haven't paid any attention to how much gas is left in that Honda. Those boys went down the driveway next door. Is there a service station back that way?"
"Seems I remember seeing one a couple of blocks over," Burke said. "When Yuri takes the window, you'd better go check, and get some gas if necessary. Walt's Blazer showed half a tank when I was coming over this morning. That should be plenty for me."
The boys were quickly back and the competition resumed. It provided a welcome relief from the wearisome chore of watching and waiting for something that seemed in no hurry to take place.
* * *
When the phone rang just before 7:30, it was Lori. "Wanted to be sure you were okay,"she said. "We're finally here."
"Where?" Burke asked.
"West lawn of the Capitol. Chloe brought a phone along. One she borrowed from somebody. Hers isn't working. There's a real mob here. People are spread out with their blankets and picnic baskets."
"Did you get a good spot?"
"We're not too close, but we can see the stage fine. The kids are behaving great for the moment. I don't know how long that will last."
"I'll keep my fingers crossed. It's quiet around here, except for a few firecrackers now and then. Some kids were racing go-carts this afternoon, but they're long gone. How's the weather?"
"Humid. There's a nice breeze blowing from the south, but it looks like it's blowing some clouds in. I hope we don't get a shower."
"When does the concert start?"
"In about thirty minutes. I saw the cannons lined up. They're parked beyond the stage beside the Reflecting Pool. Sorry you're going to miss it. It'll be on radio, you know. Maybe you can listen."
Yuri, who was on window watch, suddenly raised his voice. "Someone's driving into the yard."
"Got to go," Burke said. "Looks like a little action across the way."
They gathered at the window. It was the gray van Major Romashchuk had driven up from Texas. Yuri watched through the binoculars as the vehicle pulled around and parked near the door to the shop. "That's Romashchuk getting out," he said.
"I can only see three men with him," Roddy said.
Romashchuk appeared to punch a code into a number panel and the overhead door began to rise. The group entered the shop, disappearing from view.
"Where are the other two?" Burke asked. "And where's the minivan?"
Roddy cocked his head, his brows knitted in a look of concern. "You don't suppose they're getting ready�?" His voice faded away.
"To use the weapons?" Burke completed the thought, though in reality it was almost unthinkable. "Whatever they're up to, we'd better get ready to give chase."
A few moments later, the Major came out and began waving directions. The yellow dump truck slowly backed out of the shop. A green tarpaulin covered the hopper.
"Damn," Burke said. "You may be right, Roddy. Looks like the Peruvians are taking the truck." He reached down to grab one of the small transceivers from the floor. "Take the other radio and stay in touch. If they break up, I'll stick with the truck and you two follow Romashchuk. Maybe you can corner him."
Burke hit the stairs on the run. Yuri was right behind him. Roddy caught up after collecting the radio and the cellular phone, which Burke had overlooked.
Dashing back to the alley in the Blazer, Burke circled into the driveway next door. He pulled up even with the front of the building, lights off, where he could see across into the Advanced Security Systems lot. The truck was already heading for the gate with an air compressor in tow. Romashchuk remained over by the open shop door.
When he saw the truck turn away, Burke pulled out into the street, drove up to the intersection and began to follow it. Why the air compressor, he wondered? Then he remembered the Public Works Department markings and assumed it was part of the ruse.
Checking his mirror, he saw nothing of the gray van. He indulged himself in a bit of a smile. He had worried that the Major might come along behind him and conclude rather quickly that he was following the yellow truck. Happily it was not working out that way. After a few turns, they headed for Virginia Avenue.
Then disaster struck.
The Blazer's engine suddenly coughed, sputtered and died. As the truck rolled on ahead, Burke frantically turned the ignition key and listened to the starter grind in vain. Then he glanced at the fuel gauge.
Empty!
He stared at it. It had showed a good half a tank this morning. He was certain of it. What could� slowly, dishearteningly, he began to understand. He recalled the two boys with their gas cans hurrying back through the driveway of the appliance repair shop. They were not gone long enough to have made it to the gas station Roddy had found several blocks away. He recalled noting the odor of gasoline near the Blazer when he jumped in. But he had been in too much of a rush to place any significance on it. Clearly they had siphoned out most of his fuel, probably spilled half of it. Now he sat there hopelessly stalled while the Shining Path guerrillas drove on God-knows-where with their mortars and nerve agent shells.
He had never felt quite so helpless. Thousands of lives were at stake. There would be huge holiday crowds gathered at various locations around Washington tonight. A large throng would be clustered in the vicinity of the Washington Monument, awaiting the massive fireworks display that would come as the symphony concert concluded.
The concert!
He felt a cold chill, like an icy hand on his back. The west lawn of the Capitol would hold an equally enticing mass of people packed into a confined open space.
He snatched up the radio and called for "Roadrunner." After the previous night's experience, they had decided on a little extra precaution, code names. Bird names.
"Roger, Hawk, this is Roadrunner," Rodman replied.
"Are you on the move?"
"Just under way. I have no idea where we're going as yet. How about you?"
"I hate to have to tell you," Burke said.
But he did.
"God, that's terrible. What are you going to do?"
"Start walking. I'm looking for gas and a telephone."
"I should have given you this cellular phone. I picked it up on the way out."
"That's okay. I'll find a pay phone. But I'm afraid time has run out on us. Remember what Seagull said yesterday?" Shumakov had been dubbed "Seagull."
"What's that?"
"There must be someone we can tell, someone who'll do something. I'm going to call Dr. Wharton."
"The President's National Security Adviser?"
"Right. I worked with him on a highly classified operation a couple of years ago. He's a Roundtable member, but I can't believe he knows what's happening. I'll contact you after I've talked to him."
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Pepe followed the route they had rehearsed earlier. Virginia Avenue to Seventh, then up to Maryland. Traffic was heavy around the freeway. After he finally made it on past the Department of Transportation Building, he turned onto Maryland Avenue and got a nasty shock. Cars were parked all along the street. He drove down to where the green paint marks should be. They were hidden beneath parked cars.
He sat there for a moment, fuming. "�Maldici�n!" he cursed aloud. The weapons were calibrated and the ammunition charges calculated based on this exact position. If they were fired from anywhere else, they would miss the mark. Then he saw blue lights suddenly flash in his rearview mirror.
Police.
"What's the problem?" a voice called out from the pavement below. Pepe looked down at a blue-uniformed motorcycle cop wearing a bulbous white helmet. He knew what he was supposed to say. He just didn't know whether it would do any good now. He would have to improvise. Romashchuk hadn't worried about his accent. He said half the workers around this town had some kind of accent.
"These cars are the problem, officer. We were sent to repair a water leak, but we can't get to it. Unless we start working on it damned soon, all those senators and congressmen will have no water in the morning."
The cop pulled off his helmet and wiped his forehead. "Shit. Wouldn't you know it would happen on a damned holiday? All I can do is call a wrecker to move them out of the way."
Pepe glanced at his watch. It was eight o'clock. "How long would it take?"
"Probably get him here within thirty minutes. Take ten or twenty minutes to move the cars."
That would be cutting it close, Pepe thought. But did he have any choice? "Better call for the wrecker."
* * *
The precisely articulated words of Actor E. G. Marshall, the symphony's perennial Independence Day host, boomed from the huge speakers that flanked the bandstand set up on the lawn beyond the Capitol's western entrance. "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to the nation's annual Fourth of July celebration in words and music. With the striking facade of our historic Capitol Building in the background, we are honored to have with us tonight the Majority Leader of the Senate, the Speaker of the House of Representatives, and a large delegation of leading members of the Congress. And speaking of leaders, our guest conductor for the National Symphony Orchestra this evening is the highly-entertaining piano virtuoso and composer, that master of ragtime, Marvin Hamlisch."
The smiling, casually-attired crowd of men, women and children, expected to number well over a quarter of a million, clapped and whistled and cheered as Hamlisch stepped to the podium. He lifted his baton and opened the program with a short medley of lighthearted, traditional American favorites that included For Me and My Gal, Turkey in the Straw and Home on the Range.
Back in the midst of the sea of faces sat Lori Hill with Liz on her lap, flanked by Chloe and Walt Brackin. Walt clung with a vengeance to the highly mobile Cam. Lori brushed a hand against her dark hair as the southerly breeze tugged at her long tresses. When the crowd began to clap in time with the music at one point, the twins squealed gleefully and slapped their hands perfectly in unison.
Some ninety feet closer to the stage sat Karen Rodman with Lila, Renee and her husband, Jim. Lila was straining to find Sergeant Ian McGregor among the performers around the stage.
* * *
On the other side of the Potomac, about two and a half miles to the west, the remaining two Peruvians, Raul and Tomas, relaxed in the blue minivan at a parking spot in Lady Bird Johnson Park. It was near the entrance to Arlington Memorial Bridge. They watched as the setting sun stretched its long, golden fingers toward the striking monuments across the river, the classically-columned Lincoln and Jefferson memorials and the tall spire dedicated to the nation's first President.
Raul, the English-speaking driver, glanced at his watch. It was early yet, but they would make their move with plenty of time to spare. He had been warned of the likely state of traffic across the bridge, moving at the pace of a three-legged turtle.
"This has been an enlightening experience," said Raul, stretching his arms out and flexing his fingers. A short, muscular man with bulging arms and thighs, he took a fatalistic view of life, one that decreed your number would be called when your time came. Meanwhile, not to worry. He was a veteran of many bloody raids into the heart of Lima. "I'll be damned happy to get back home, though."
Tomas, who was younger and more contemplative, looked around with a skeptical frown. "Do you really think we'll get out of here alive?"
"Why not? Se�or Gruber has our escape plan all worked out."
"Ha! In the first place, we'll be lucky to finish this job without a bullet through our skulls. But if we do, I'll be damned surprised if we're able to locate our esteemed leader. I suspect his escape plan only covers one individual."
Raul shook his head. "Have faith, Tomas. El Sendero Luminoso requires us to have faith."
* * *
The gray van started out in the direction of downtown Washington. But after a few minutes, Nikolai Romashchuk made a series of turns and began to retrace his route back toward Advanced Security Systems. It left Roddy with a perplexed look on his face.
"Do you think he's onto us?"
"Perhaps not," said Yuri. "Those turns made me wonder. But now I think maybe he forgot something and is returning for it."
"Might give us the opening we're looking for."
"We shall see." Yuri had learned not to get his hopes up when it came to Major Nikolai Romashchuk. He followed along at a discreet distance.
When Romashchuk arrived back at the security firm, he paused at the entrance gate, ran a coded plastic card past the card reader that activated the opening mechanism and drove through.
"Too bad we don't have one of those cards," Roddy said, watching through the binoculars.
"If we cannot get to him any other way, we may have to ram him like you did Adam Stern."
As soon as Romashchuk's van began to move, Yuri gunned the engine and headed for the fenced enclosure. As the gate came into view, Roddy pointed excitedly.
"It's still open."
Yuri wheeled the Honda through the entrance and the gate immediately rumbled shut behind them.
"It must have a delay mechanism to accommodate slow-moving vehicles, like big trucks," Roddy said.
Yuri drove cautiously toward the rear of the building, stopping near the back wall. He switched off the ignition. "We had better move on foot from here. Have your gun ready."
When they rounded the corner of the building, they saw the van parked beside the shop door, which remained open.
"Quickly," Yuri said, heading for the opening on the run. Roddy was right behind him.
Yuri sprang inside the shop, dropping into a crouch on the concrete floor, swinging the Rossi in front of him with both hands. Roddy came after him, the Beretta gripped tightly, eyes sweeping the empty maintenance area. Work benches, tool cabinets, a grinder, a drill press, various pieces of machinery lined the walls. Doors on either side at the back led into other parts of the building. Romashchuk was nowhere in sight.
"I will take this door," Yuri whispered, pointing to the left. "You go through the other one. Be very careful."
Yuri paused beside the doorway, listening. Then he stepped quickly inside, brandishing the revolver. He found himself in a hallway illuminated primarily by a light at the far end. Several doors opened off the corridor. The first one he came to was partially open, but for all he could see, it might have been the entrance to a cave. Obviously windowless, the room was a black hole. Then he heard a sound ahead and to the right, where he saw a glass wall. He thought it was a voice, though he wasn't sure. He moved ahead cautiously, getting a glimpse of TV screens beyond the glass.
He froze as something cold and metallic suddenly pressed against the back of his neck. He knew instantly that it was the barrel of a gun.
"Very slowly, Mr. Investigator," said a harsh, threatening voice in Russian, "place the weapon on the floor."
Yuri complied.
"Lean your hands against the wall," Romashchuk said and patted him down. He retrieved the Rossi from the floor. "Where is your friend?"
"What friend?"
He felt the gun press against his neck again.
"Don't get cute, Shumakov. Your friend Colonel Rodman."
Yuri decided to try bluffing his way through. Hopefully Roddy would hear them talking as he worked his way around to this area. "He's on the trail of your guerrilla band in the dump truck."
"Then I shall take care of him as soon as I dispose of you. Open the door on the right and step into that room. We'll take a look to be sure."
As he reached the door, Yuri noted the glassed-in enclosure was some sort of control center, holding an angular desk surrounded by TV monitors. When he stepped inside, he found they showed views from cameras placed around the perimeter of the building. The voice he had heard came from a radio, a police band scanner with the volume turned down. The brown Honda appeared on one TV screen, parked at the side where they had left it. Apparently the Major had seen the parked car and then hid in the darkened room.
Romashchuk glanced around at the monitors, which showed no evidence of Colonel Rodman. He motioned toward a chair with the barrel of a Walther P38. "Sit."
"I also have another friend who is prepared to thwart your scheme, Major." Yuri attempted to sound confident.
"Hill? You can count him out. A fellow named Adam Stern has already taken care of him."
"Not so. The killer Mr. Stern sent was shot last night behind a building across the street."
Romashchuk frowned. "You're bluffing, Shumakov. Too bad you won't be around to see what happens when those mortar shells land."
"Land where?"
"At the edge of a huge crowd at the Capitol Building. The wind will spread the mist over the entire area. It will be more spectacular than the massacre at Katyn."
Yuri had difficulty digesting that horrible prospect. "The concert?" He had heard Roddy and Burke talk of it. There would be hundreds of thousands of people there. The nerve agent would claim entire families among its victims. His hatred for the former KGB officer deepened as he reflected that the Rodman and Hill families would be among them.
Where was Roddy, he wondered? He had to keep Romashchuk talking. Keep his attention focused in here. The Major stood just inside the door from the hallway. "You people killed my brother to get those nerve agents," he said, a scowl on his face. "Now this. What kind of madmen are you and General Zakharov?"
"Madmen? You do us a disservice, Shumakov. We are patriots. This is merely a new form of warfare. I have nothing against these people, as I had nothing against your brother when I shot him. They are merely pawns in the grand strategy."
The confession that he was the one who had killed Anatoli struck a nerve, but Yuri fought to contain his rage. "What strategy?"
Romashchuk grinned. "This operation is merely a ruse. Since the terrorists come from Peru, it won't reflect on us. But the panic and confusion will be dramatic, particularly with the deaths of all those congressional leaders. After tonight, the American President will not have the stomach to interfere in our actions back home. Ironic, isn't it, that leaders of the American Foreign Affairs Roundtable are helping to finance our movement? You and your General Borovsky never figured it out."
"We had a good idea of what was going on. We just didn't know the full dimensions of it."
"He will know soon enough." Romashchuk glanced up at the clock above the desk. It showed 8:12. "In a few hours it will be daylight in Minsk. General Nikolsky will station his troops outside the commonwealth meeting site as a 'precautionary measure.' The Commonwealth Coordinating Committee representatives will be attending as observers. Leaders of two of the smaller republics have already joined forces with us. They will inform their colleagues that the troops have moved in to place them under arrest."
"On what charge?"
"Illegally usurping the powers of the Soviet Union. They will announce that Sergei Perchik, as head of the New Party Committee, will serve as temporary chairman of the new Union."
Yuri's jaw sagged. "Prosecutor Perchik?"
"How do you think we knew about your activities, particularly the trip to Brest. You were getting too close to the truth. We were afraid that talkative ex-soldier would foul up our plans."
"Who killed Trishin?"
Romashchuk laughed. "You did. Haven't you heard?"
"You know damn well it was not me." Yuri was straining to keep his temper in check.
"Two of my former KGB colleagues, Maximov and Metreveli. They were part of the team that obtained the weapons from your�"
* * *
Romashchuk's voice was abruptly silenced by a blow to the head from a large wrench wielded by Roddy Rodman. He had picked up the tool in the shop area and stuck it in his back pocket, thinking it might come in handy as something to throw should he need to decoy the Major's attention away from Yuri or himself. He hadn't considered that he would get close enough to use it like this. But it seemed the better alternative since he didn't trust the KGB man to react rationally to the small Beretta.
"That was for Elena," Roddy said, his voice flat. He looked down at the body sprawled on the floor. "I don't understand Russian. What was he saying?"
Yuri quickly repeated what he had heard. "I have my own score to settle with this man," he said. "You need to get with Burke and find that dump truck. It must be somewhere around the Capitol. Take the car and go on."
Roddy shook his head. "He should be out of commission for awhile. We can throw him in the back of the car. Come on."
Shumakov was insistent. "You don't have any time to lose. Neither do I. I have to call Belarus, try to find General Borovsky or Chairman Latishev and warn them."
Roddy glanced at the clock. It was 8:20. The concert had been under way for twenty minutes already. No doubt the Peruvians had reached their destination, somewhere in the vicinity of the Capitol. He grabbed the keys Yuri held out. "Okay. Take care of this character and call me on the cellular phone. You can use his van."
Yuri turned to the desk, which supported a panel covered by numerous lights and switches. One was designated "Main Gate," with switch positions labeled "Open" and "Closed."
"I can let you out the gate," he said, pressing the switch to "Open."
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Romashchuk was breathing, but he was strictly dead weight as Yuri dragged him aside. From the looks of it, Roddy had given him quite a lick. It should keep him quiet while he contacted General Borovsky, Yuri thought. The prudent thing would be to find a place where he could secure the traitor to a chair or post. But he was impatient to get on with the mission he had worked so hard to wrap up these past few weeks. Now that he had answers to the questions that had bedeviled them, Yuri was anxious to warn General Borovsky. Unless action was taken immediately to counter Sergei Perchik's New Party Commmittee, his country was in grave danger.
He pulled Romashchuk's belt off and tied his hands in back. Then he picked up the gun that had fallen to the floor and shoved it in his pocket.
There were two telephones on the desk. Yuri chose one and called for an overseas operator. His briefcase would have had the number, but it was back at the Brackins' home. He asked to be connected with Belarus KGB Headquarters in Minsk. After a few minutes, a night watch officer came on the line.
"I have an urgent message for General Borovsky," Yuri said. "Give me his phone number, or get him on the line for me."
"Who is this?"
"Chief Investigator Yuri Shumakov. I've been working on an investigation for the General. This is urgent. I must speak with him immediately."
"I know who you are. Do you know what time it is? Where the hell are you?"
"Washington, D.C. United States of America."
"Well, my advice is to get your ass over to the Belarus Embassy and turn yourself in. If they think you have something worth talking to the General about, they can call."
"Don't give me that, you imbecile. The information I have is vital to the national security of Belarus. I've been working on an undercover mission directly under General Borovsky. If he finds out you delayed his getting this message, you're in deep trouble. Hurry!"
The officer began to weasel and with a little more cajoling, he transferred the call to the General's private line at home.
Yuri heard a sleepy voice growl, "Borovsky."
"This is Yuri Shumakov in Washington, D.C., General. I just had an encounter with Major Nikolai Romashchuk."
The state security director was suddenly wide awake. "You what?"
"He thought he had me trapped. While he had the upper hand, he told me what they were planning. It's nothing short of a revolution. They intend to take over the CIS meeting in the morning."
The General replied in a skeptical tone. "They won't get far. General Nikolsky has his troops on standby. I have my people everywhere. The militia are out in force."
Yuri informed him that Nikolsky was part of the plot, that Sergei Perchik was the ringleader.
"Romashchuk said that?"
"And a lot more. He has a terrorist operation going on over here, set to take place at any moment. He plans to cause massive panic and confusion to keep the American President from offering help to Belarus." Yuri explained about the Shining Path guerrillas, the plan to fire nerve agent-filled mortar rounds into a crowd that included most of the leading members of the U.S. Congress.
"Where would he get chemical weapons?"
"Remember that grave they dug up in Kiev? The weapons are what they had hidden in it. They were stolen from my brother's outfit in Ukraine back in 1991."
"How do you know they're chemical weapons?"
"If you want confirmation, call Forensic Analyst Selikh with the Minsk militia crime lab. He tested a piece of cloth from the casket and identified traces of a nerve agent. Oh, and Paul Kruszewski from your office tracked down the shipment from Kiev containing the weapons. It was aboard a ship sailing from Gdansk to Mexico. That's where I caught up with Major Romashchuk."
Borovsky sounded hesitant. "Kruszewski told me about that ship, but I never thought� damn, Shumakov, if you're right�"
"I know I'm right, General. I followed the bastard through Mexico and saw his people practice-firing mortars from a truck. I tracked him halfway across the United States. I saw the same kind of truck he plans to use here."
"Did you know that Perchik has been looking under every rock for you?"
"Based on what I learned tonight, I'm not surprised. Now I know who killed Vadim Trishin. It was two former KGB men named Maximov and Metreveli. They were with Romashchuk and General Zakharov when they stole those weapons. The Major admitted he was the one who killed my brother."
General Borovsky hesitated as if debating his options. "I would have to get Latishev's approval to take action against General Nikolsky. As for Prosecutor Perchik, I'm sure the Chairman would believe anything about him. That son of a bitch has been giving both of us hell lately. He practically accused me of assisting in your escape." His voice lightened a bit as he added, "I'll be interested in hearing how you managed that, Shumakov. But this attack you say he's planning there, have you warned the Americans about it?"
"Unfortunately, I am hardly in a position to make any official contacts. As you probably know, I'm on the Interpol wanted list. But I have two American friends who are working on it right now. There isn't much time for them, or us. I urge you�"
The blast of a gunshot nearby reached his ears simultaneously with an explosion of pain. The bullet struck a rib, created havoc with a vital artery and pierced a lung before burying itself in the hard surface of the desk. Yuri dropped the phone, momentarily paralyzed. He squeezed his eyelids shut against the pain. He heard General Borovsky shouting his name but was powerless to reply. It seemed to take all of his effort just to breathe. He had fallen forward with one arm against his chest and he felt the blood flowing warm and sticky over his hand. The sensation triggered an odd quirk of memory. He was suddenly transported back to his mother's kitchen as a boy, poking his fingers into the bowl where she was mixing medivnyk, a Ukrainian spiced honey cake, warm, thick and sweet. Then everything went black.
* * *
Romashchuk grabbed the phone and demanded in Russian, "Who is this?"
There was a pause, then a voice said, "Major Romashchuk?"
He dropped the instrument onto its cradle with an angry curse. While freeing his hands after regaining consciousness, he had heard Shumakov talking in Russian. Apparently the investigator was attempting to convince someone of what was about to happen. Was it someone at the Belarus Embassy in Washington, he wondered? Would anyone believe a fugitive murderer? Not likely, he thought. But they had obviously been given his name.
Regardless of what Yuri Shumakov had done, he needed to get to Maryland Avenue as quickly as possible. He had to make certain the attack went off as planned. The whole elaborate scheme General Zakharov and his colleagues had worked on for so long hung in the balance.
The blow from the wrench had left the Major with a damnable headache. If it was Rodman who had struck him, he was obviously gone now. A check of the monitors showed the gate wide open and the car missing. He looked at Yuri Shumakov lying face down, blood spreading in a crimson pool across the surface of the desk. He was still breathing, but from the sound of it, he couldn't last long.
"Sweet dreams, Shumakov," he said in a mocking voice. "You should have known I'd carry more than one gun. You have nearly made me late for the 1812 Overture. I'll dedicate the cannon fire to you. It will hide the mortars, but not their sting."
This time Nikolai Romashchuk would leave nothing to chance. He took the pistol and fired another round into the investigator's back.
* * *
After locking the disabled Blazer, Hill started walking in the direction he hoped would provide the gas station and telephone he badly needed. The first few blocks brought him through a residential area, with nothing more than a small store that was closed. Since it was not yet dark, people still strolled along the sidewalks. He encountered a Chinese couple and asked directions to a service station. After considerable head-scratching and consultation in Chinese, they confessed they were only visiting. They could not agree on where they might have seen gas available nearby. He finally came across a Jamaican who knew exactly where it was, Mon.
He located the gas pump at a convenience store nearly a mile from where he had left the Blazer. There was a pay phone inside. He consulted the little black notebook in his shirt pocket for the White House switchboard number and the special extension used for National Security Council emergency calls.
"This is Burke Hill," he told the NSC duty staffer. "I worked with Dr. Wharton two years ago in the wrap-up of Operation Hangover. I have a damned urgent message for him."
"I'm not familiar with Hang�"
"It was highly classified," Burke said.
"Most of what we deal with is highly classified. I was going to say I've heard your name. However. Dr. Wharton is out of town. Where could he reach you?"
"I'm at a pay phone near Virginia Avenue. Please tell him it's vital that I talk to him in the next few minutes. I'm trying to avoid a catastrophe."
"Give me your number and I'll see what I can do," the man said, though he didn't sound totally convinced.
Burke had anticipated the National Security Adviser would be out of town, most likely with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable in Colorado. But it was Wharton's job to be on call constantly should the President need him. Surely, he thought, the former college professor wouldn't be in the loop for Romashchuk's operation.
He walked over to the cashier and explained that he had run out of fuel.
"We have plastic gas cans at the end of Aisle 2," the short, chubby woman with frilly blonde hair said, pointing. "They're ten dollars."
Burke would have paid fifty if necessary. He grabbed the can and tossed her a twenty. "I'm going out to fill it up. I'm expecting an important call on that phone over there. Would you answer it for me, please, if it rings before I get back inside?"
She gave him a disapproving frown. "Do I look like a secretary?"
He threw another twenty onto the counter. "Is that enough for five minutes of secretarial time?"
She picked up the bill and shrugged.
The can held a little over two gallons. Burke was back in a minute. The cashier advised him that the phone hadn't rung. But she eyed him curiously as she handed over his change. He hurried over to the telephone and started to take out the small radio to listen for any word from Roddy and Yuri. But when he noticed the cashier still watching with a wary look, he changed his mind. He realized she already harbored grave doubts about him. A radio would likely convince her that he was involved in a drug deal, probably cause her to call the police.
After five interminable minutes, he flinched when the telephone finally rang.
"This is Burke Hill," he said.
"What the hell is going on, Mr. Hill?" Dr. Wharton had a gruff, demanding voice. He was still the same tough taskmaster who could easily intimidate a roomful of political science students. He rarely relaxed and just as rarely spoke in gentle terms.
"I don't have time to go into a lengthy explanation," Burke said, his voice coming in a rush. "Suffice it to say I've encountered an operation run by a former Soviet KGB major. He has a team of terrorists somewhere near the Capitol. They're ready to fire nerve gas mortar shells into the symphony audience. You're the only person I could think of with the power to act quickly enough to stop them."
"Mortar shells with nerve gas? That's damned imaginative, Hill. What have you been drinking?"
"I'm not drunk, doctor. I'm deadly serious and�"
"Why haven't you called the FBI or the Metropolitan Police?"
"I was afraid they wouldn't believe me. I didn't feel I had time to establish my credibility. But I thought you knew me well enough to trust me."
Wharton grunted. "Where did you hear about this supposed attack?"
"From a retired Air Force officer, Colonel Warren Rodman. He saw them train in Mexico and�"
"Do you know who Rodman is?" Wharton asked. "He's the bastard who screwed up Operation Easy Street in Iran. He got himself court-martialed for that. The man suffered a concussion that must have scrambled his brain. He's an alcoholic and now he's wanted for murdering a woman in Guadalajara."
"He recovered from his drinking problem, Dr. Wharton," Burke said. "That murder charge is a mixup. The real murderer�"
"Listen, Hill, I have been warned about Colonel Rodman's delusions. I suggest you take heed as well. The man is practically a basket case. If you know where he is, you'd better contact the FBI. You may be leaving yourself open to prosecution for harboring a fugitive."
Burke heard the line go dead. He felt his hopes dying with it. Bernard Whitehurst and his confederates had done their job well. Those who dared oppose them were painted as unreliable at best and criminally insane at worst. They had effectively shut him off at all of the obvious places he might turn for help. The FBI, the CIA, the White House were all out of reach. He suspected the Metropolitan Police had been warned of the presence of alarmist kooks who saw terrorists hiding under every rock. No one would believe him, and that left Lori and the twins and the Brackins sitting defenselessly in the middle of a doomed crowd. They had a telephone with them, but he had no idea of the number.
He grabbed the gas can and ran out of the store, fighting against a rising sense of panic.
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When he left the security firm, Roddy Rodman's first thought was to link up with Burke Hill and start searching the Capitol area for the yellow dump truck. He knew they were up against a ticking time bomb. The truck was probably already in place. Its lethal barrage could be fired at any moment. And it would not be easy to locate. Traffic tonight was likely bumper-to-bumper around the Capitol, the Mall and the Washington Monument. With mortars, the terrorists could be located anywhere within a couple of miles, though he reasoned they would not want to stretch the range too far and risk missing their target.
As he headed for downtown Washington, he keyed the mike on the small radio and called for "Hawk." No answer. He tried twice more with the same result. As he laid the transceiver on the seat beside him, he became aware of a vaguely familiar sound in the distance. He switched off the air conditioner and lowered the window.
It was a helicopter, flying low. He knew immediately why it had caught his attention. The sound was unmistakably that of an MH-53J. He pulled to the curb and stopped, then stuck his head out the window and looked up. There it was, a big, dark green bird cruising southeast a few hundred feet above the treetops. It was headed in the direction of Andrews Air Force Base, located in Maryland a few miles from the District border.
The sight and sound of the chopper triggered an idea that sent Roddy scrambling for the cellular phone. He called information for Base Operations at Andrews, then quickly dialed the number.
"Base Ops, Sergeant Yokley," a deep voice answered.
"This is Colonel Rodman, Sergeant. I'm not far northwest of you. Would that have been Major Schuler in the MH-53J that just went over, headed your way?"
"Yes, sir. He should be on the ramp about now."
"I need to talk to him right away. The moment he comes in, tell him to call Colonel Rodman." He gave the number of Burke's cellular telephone.
A few minutes later, it rang.
"Colonel?"
"Dutch, thanks for calling. I don't have time for a long explanation, but I need you and that Pave Low. Unless we do something in a hurry, literally thousands of people are going to get slaughtered on the Capitol lawn."
"Slaughtered? What are you talking about?"
"There's a team of terrorists about to launch a mortar attack on the symphony concert. They've got nerve agent shells."
"You're kidding?"
"I wish I was. My family, Karen and the girls, are in the middle of that crowd. You've got to help me. These guys are in a yellow dump truck. We'd never find it in time except from the air. It's our only chance. Is your crew still around?"
"I don't have a whole crew. I just gave a couple of congressmen and a general a little familiarization ride. My co-pilot had to leave, but the flight engineer's still in the bird. You'd never guess who he is, Sergeant Jerry Nickens. Barry's younger brother."
Roddy felt a sudden pang of conscience as he thought of Barry Nickens being blown apart in that crash in Iran. But it was quickly replaced by a sense of bitterness toward the man responsible, General Wing Patton.
"I'll tell you what I learned about that Easy Street ambush when I see you. But I need to know if I can count on you now. I'm just a few minutes away from Andrews."
"Well, sure, Colonel. Come on over and I'll see what I can do. The chopper is parked on the ramp near Base Ops."
"I'll meet you there as fast as I can make it. Thanks, Dutch."
Thank God for friends like that, he thought. You didn't have to cite chapter and verse to get their cooperation. Dutch had been there before when he was needed, and now he would come through at the most crucial time of all.
* * *
Yuri Shumakov was unconscious for a brief moment but regained his senses in time to hear Romashchuk's parting comment about the 1812 Overture. The Major's second shot had caused no greater damage, but it didn't matter. He knew he was dying. He had seen more than his share of gunshot wounds and bloody corpses. He had gagged at the stench of the morgue while a dispassionate pathologist calmly explained the inevitability of death from a severed major artery. There was no way to stem the red tide that flowed freely from his chest. Pressing a wad of cloth to stop it would not help. It would only divert the blood into his chest cavity and block the action of his remaining good lung.
He had to warn Roddy about the mortar firing. The Major's meaning was obvious. They would be fired to coincide with the cannon barrage in Tchaikovsky's overture.
He strained to move his free hand toward the telephone. He raised the handset and pulled it toward his face. With a major effort, he lifted his head to get a view of the keypad. His glasses had fallen off, but the phone was close enough to see without them.
Yuri had committed the cellular number to memory. Slowly, agonizingly, he pressed the buttons. As he reached the last one, his hand slipped. He wasn't sure if he had pressed the right number. He heard the ringing, lowered his head to the desk and pressed the receiver to his ear.
"Hello," said a high-pitched female voice. Then, after a moment of silence, "Who is this? Harry, is that you, Harry?"
Yuri reached a shaky hand to press the disconnect button. He closed his eyes in agony. Then he remembered another scene from his childhood, his mother on her knees lighting a candle before an icon of the Madonna and Child. He murmured in a halting whisper, "If you are up there, God, please help me now."
Was some unseen force at work? He wasn't sure. He only knew there was a feeling inside that he was no longer in this alone. It buoyed his spirits and gave him a new surge of strength, meager though it was. He lifted his head and punched the numbers again. He heard a distant ringing sound.
"Hello, Dutch?" It was Roddy's voice.
Confused at first, he finally muttered, "This is Yuri."
"Hey, I can barely hear. Where are you?"
"Romashchuk is gone. The mortars� they will fire�"
"Can you speak up, Yuri? What's wrong?"
"Shot� he shot me� " The words choked off in his throat and he coughed, making a weak, gurgling sound.
"You've been shot?"
"Yes� no time� cannon fire� 1812 Overture."
"Hang on, Yuri," Roddy urged. "I'll get an ambulance."
There was no reply. Yuri Shumakov was dead.
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Darkness slowly obscured the neighborhood like a troublesome shadow. The rows of modest houses Burke hurried past were gradually fading into indistinct lines of random shapes. His attempts to look into the immediate future brought views just as cloudy and uncertain. He had taxed his brain to the limit, but nothing he considered seemed to hold any promise. He was simply out of options.
He switched hands with the gasoline can and swiped a handkerchief across his forehead. He looked up at the cloudy sky. The summer night had the clammy feel of a sweat-soaked beach towel. It only served to deepen his sense of frustration.
Then the radio in his pocket, which he had turned up on leaving the convenience store, suddenly blared.
"Burke, come in! This is Roddy."
Even if he hadn't detected the alarm in Roddy's voice, it was obvious from the fact that he had dropped the pretense of code names that something had gone badly wrong. Burke pulled out the radio, pressed the transmit button. "Go ahead, Roddy."
"I just had a call from Yuri. I left him at Advanced Security a little while ago with an unconscious Nikolai Romashchuk. Obviously the bastard came to and waylaid Yuri. He said the Major had shot him and left. He could barely talk. He may be dead by now. The last thing he said was something about cannon fire in the 1812 Overture. Is that on the symphony program?"
"Right. It'll be toward the end. Probably between 8:45 and 9:00." Then the import of Yuri's words suddenly hit him. "Oh, God. I'll bet they plan to use the cannons to cover the firing of the mortars."
"Damn," Roddy said. "It's already well after eight." He told Burke about his conversation with Dutch Schuler.
"Where are you now?"
"Almost to Andrews. It's no more than a five or six-minute flight from there to the Capitol. We've still got a chance. Is there a park anywhere near you?"
Burke thought a moment. "Yeah. There's one around Virginia Avenue, north of the Navy Yard."
"Do you have your flashlight?"
"Right here."
"Find an open area in the park and wait for us. When you see the chopper coming, wave your flashlight in a circle and we'll pick you up."
* * *
The only daylight left was a glow on the western horizon as the stocky man in casual civilian clothes approached the bright lights of the gate to Andrews Air Force Base, best known as the home of Air Force One. He had a disgusted look on his face as he held out his ID card to the airman wearing the Security Police armband.
"Would you believe my damned car quit on me just a block away?" Warren Rodman said, shaking his head.
Spotting the "Colonel" on the green DD Form 2, the airman popped him a snappy salute. "Sorry to hear that, sir."
"Does the base bus stop near here? I've got some people waiting at Base Ops."
"Just a minute, sir. I'll check something for you."
Eyeballing the Andrews AFB sticker on an approaching car, the SP waved it through. One just behind it bore no sticker. The airman halted it with a raised hand. "Pull over to the building on your right," he told the driver. "You can pick up a Visitor Pass."
That was the reason Roddy had chosen to approach the gate on foot. He wanted to avoid the routine of requesting a pass for his car. He didn't know what might turn up on the computer if they punched his name into it.
"Hey, Sarge!" the airman called to a man standing in the doorway of the nearby building. "When will O'Sullivan be back?"
"He's on his way."
"Could he take the Colonel here over to Base Ops?"
"Sure."
The young SP nodded. "You can wait for him over there, sir."
"Thanks a lot," Roddy said, smiling.
He had hardly reached the building when a small blue utility vehicle drove up and the gravel-voiced sergeant waved down the driver, a lanky, khaki-clad youth with two stripes on his sleeve.
"O'Sullivan, drive this Colonel over to Base Ops. Then get your ass back here pronto. Capisce?"
Roddy had too much on his mind to be his usual talkative self, but he forced a bit of banter about the weather and the holiday. As it turned out, O'Sullivan had a heavy Boston Irish brogue. When he talked fast, as he did most of the time, he was more difficult to understand than Yuri Shumakov with his uncertain English.
At Base Operations, Roddy hurried over to the counter. The only customer was a lieutenant with a bristly flat-top haircut who had just arrived in a T-37 jet trainer.
"I'm Colonel Rodman," he said in a rush. "Which way to Major Schuler?"
"Through that door over there," the sergeant said, pointing.
He headed out to the flight line and spotted the MH-53J parked about two hundred feet away. Two guards stood nearby, a common practice where the Pave Low was concerned. Just the sight of it brought a flood of memories that swept over him like a warm tide. As he approached the silent chopper, Dutch Schuler stepped out onto the ramp dressed in a dark green flying suit, his blue cap with the gold oak leaf perched at a jaunty angle.
"Hi, Colonel!" he called, waving.
The first thing Roddy noted was the look on Schuler's face. It wasn't his usual smile. In fact, there was no smile at all. He appeared downright troubled.
"Hey, Dutch. Are we ready to go?"
Roddy suddenly felt a strong hand seize each arm in a firm grasp. He swung his head back and forth and found an armed SP on either side.
"What the hell�?"
Schuler wore a pained expression. "I'm sorry it had to be this way, Colonel. But it's the best thing for you. They said you'd get the best psychiatric help available."
Roddy stared in disbelief. If this was a nightmare, he hoped to hell he would soon wake up. "Psychiatric what� who promised?"
"General Patton."
"Wing Patton?"
"Yes, sir. He and my father-in-law are old buddies. They go way back. That's how I got my commission reinstated. General Patton called yesterday to see if I had heard from you. He told me how you'd gone off the deep end in Guadalajara and killed that woman. He warned me you were having some bad delusions, that you might make some wild claims about terrorists."
Rodman closed his eyes. His head was reeling. The way he felt right now, he wasn't too sure he might not really be going mad. Obviously, Adam Stern had been busy. The Roundtable leaders should be happy. They had now succeeded in neutralizing the only remaining avenue for stopping Major Nikolai Romashchuk's attack at the Capitol. If anybody needed psychiatric treatment, he thought, they surely did. But they were safely holed up out in the Rocky Mountains, and by the time word got out about the disaster in Washington, those who knew the truth would have been disposed of. He would be locked away in a padded cell. Yuri was likely already dead. They probably had another killer out stalking Burke Hill. Worst of all, Karen and the girls were doomed to die because he had failed them again.
"Hang onto him," said the older of the two Security Policemen, a staff sergeant, "while I check for weapons."
He patted Roddy down and pulled the Beretta from a front pocket. Then he removed the small radio from a back pocket, held it in his hand and stared at it.
"Okay," Roddy said, "so I'm really mad. I'm a music freak."
"Let him have his radio," Major Schuler ordered. "Get him inside. There's a doctor on the way to give him a shot and take him to the hospital."
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As the cheering, the applause and the whistles died down, Lila Rodman glanced at her watch. It was 8:25. Then she smiled broadly and fixed her soft brown eyes on the stage as E. G. Marshall's voice once more rolled from the huge speakers.
"Our American music, as well as our American heritage, has its roots in many cultures around the globe. Folk music is the purest form to reflect a particular culture. A new group within the United States Air Force Band, called The ThunderBards, will perform a medley of three familiar folk tunes, one Scottish, one Irish, one American. Featured in the Scottish air will be Sergeant Ian McGregor."
Lila listened proudly as McGregor's rich baritone voice flowed from the speakers with the lyrics of Robert Burns.
Farther back in the crowd, near a group of college students who had just put on a lively dancing demonstration during a rousing rock tune, Lori Hill checked her watch and wondered if Burke would get to hear the stirring overture by Tchaikovsky, his favorite classical composer. It would be coming up shortly.
* * *
Nikolai Romashchuk stared with alarm when he turned onto Maryland Avenue and saw the unbroken line of cars parked along the curb. Then he spotted the yellow dump truck down the block exactly where it should have been. As he came to a stop beside it, one of the Peruvians began creating a deafening racket with a compressed air drill, digging a jagged hole in the pavement behind the truck. He wasn't overly proficient at the task, but good enough to fool the uninitiated. The drilling kicked up clouds of dust that began to drift northward on the moderate breeze.
Pepe came around to the driver's side to escape the noise. He quickly explained what had happened and how the cooperative policeman had worked things out so they could park the truck in the proper place. The Major got a terrific laugh out of that.
"I knew Americans were gullible," he said, snickering. "But this has to be a new high. I see everybody has his ear protectors ready."
Pepe nodded. The other two were wearing theirs, but his hung around his neck. Appearing like large earphones, they served a dual purpose. Besides protecting the ears from damaging sounds, such as that made by compressed air drills and mortar fire, the devices contained small radio receivers in one earpiece, through which they would receive the signal to fire.
"I'll be back in a few minutes," Romashchuk said. "I need to make a call. I passed a pay phone not far away."
He circled back around to a telephone kiosk and called Adam Stern at the Presidential Plaza Hotel.
"I just came from the truck," Romashchuk advised. "Everything is ready. We've had some problems, though."
"Like what?"
He told Stern about the encounter with Rodman and Shumakov. And he repeated what the investigator had said about the hit man sent after Hill being eliminated.
"It's apparently true," Stern admitted. "I just had a call from my people in Colorado. Hill contacted one of the President's key advisers. Told him about your operation. Fortunately, we had already warned the man that Colonel Rodman had lost his mind and was spreading false rumors."
"They will soon learn it wasn't false."
"True. But they won't find any KGB major. Only some dead Shining Path terrorists, whose movement will take full credit for the fiasco. You've prepared for that, I trust."
"Just as I did in Mexico. The truck and the minivan are both loaded with Semtex. It will look like they planned to destroy the evidence but got caught when it went off prematurely."
Fred Bressler's head bobbed back and forth like a spectator at a ping pong match, but his plight was nothing so commonplace. As his wife Florence had just pointed out for the fiftieth time, or so it seemed, they should have come hours earlier if they wanted to find a place to park and get out to watch the fireworks near the Washington Monument. Every available parking place within miles had been taken. Fred had never experienced anything remotely like this in Mitchell, South Dakota. He was certain he had no interest in encountering it anywhere else.
Glowing red figures on the digital clock showed 8:35 as Fred's 1994 white Chevrolet Corsica crossed the Kutz Bridge, which carried the eastbound lanes of Independence Avenue over the north end of the Tidal Basin. The traffic here moved slowly, but at least it wasn't stop and go, as had been the case a little earlier.
"When are we going to get there?" wailed six-year-old Arnie in the back seat.
"We are there, stupid," said Mandy, ten. "We just don't know where it is we are."
Fred was about to vent a bit of his anger on both siblings when a stream of thick, white exhaust suddenly began pouring out of the blue minivan they had been following. The air conditioner sucked some of it into the car and he hit the brake, backing off. As the van moved ahead, he saw the smoky-like cloud of white drifting quickly on the breeze toward the throng of people packed into the area where the tall, flood-lit Washington Monument rose majestically into the night sky.
It suddenly dawned on Fred Bressler that what had appeared to be exhaust had no exhaust odor to it. Then his eyes began to water and his mouth felt dry, his skin hot. He blinked rapidly, seeking to clear his vision. As he attempted to figure the cause of this strange distress, he felt a wave of fear flow over him. Nothing definitive, just a terrible sense of dread, an inexplicable feeling that bordered on horror. He spun the steering wheel to the right in an unreasoned attempt to escape whatever was causing his problem. It sent the Corsica crashing into a pickup truck parked near the side of the road. As the youngsters began to wail, the siren and flashing light of a motorcycle cop zoomed past.
* * *
Traffic Officer Arch Cathey had seen the thick cloud of what appeared to be exhaust and gave chase. He intended to admonish the driver about such a blatant case of air pollution. Moments after he encountered the smoke-like stream, his vision became impaired. Officer Cathey blinked his eyes and shook his head and skidded out of control.
Sgt. Rocky Hazeltine, sitting on his Suzuki police special nearby, saw what happened, flicked on his blue light and siren and gave chase. By now the white cloud had ceased pouring from the rear of the minivan. The sergeant radioed what he had seen just before overtaking the blue vehicle. As he pulled even, he stared at the driver in disbelief. The face was covered by a gas mask. He watched, frozen in horror, as the window came down and the deadly muzzle of an AK-47 appeared. Before he could take any evasive action, a short burst of fire stitched holes across his chest. Sergeant Hazeltine toppled off the motorcycle, mortally wounded.
* * *
Burke Hill waited in the Blazer at the park, anxiety building inside him. He thought it was time Roddy should be getting there. He tried to relax the tension in his muscles as he monitored three radios. One was the small handset used to communicate with Roddy, which was silent. Another was the vehicle's AM/FM/Stereo tuned to a broadcast of the symphony concert. The third was a scanner that covered the police band. Dr. Walter Brackin's rationale for the latter was that he might pick up a call for an ambulance which would require his services. It was purely an excuse for an unnecessary expenditure.
As Burke listened, he heard a dispatcher alerting officers in the vicinity of the Washington Monument to a baffling emergency. The "exhaust gas," as she called it, from a vehicle had created panic in the huge crowd. One motorcycle officer had been seriously injured, another killed by gunfire. A blue minivan was being sought.
* * *
Inside Base Operations at Andrews, the Security Police staff sergeant stopped and turned to one of the clerks at the operations counter. "You got a room we can hold this prisoner in till the medics get here?"
Rodman had come willingly, offering no hint of resistance, and as he stood there he could feel the hands relax their grip on his arms. Once they got him in a room, he knew, it was all over. The only chance he might have would be to make a move here. As he spotted someone starting to open the nearby door leading to a parking area in front, he knew it was now or never.
He jerked both arms downward, freeing them from his captors' grasp. He followed this with an outward thrust of both arms, shoving the two men with all the force he could muster. And then he bolted for the door that had just swung open wide.
The SP's, caught completely off guard, wound up off balance from the shove. "Stop him!" the sergeant yelled, seeing Roddy headed for the door.
The person coming in was a teenage boy looking for his father, a navigator on a flight that had not yet arrived. He stared, eyes bulging as if ready to pop out of their sockets, while Roddy raced by. Then he looked out and called back, "He's running over to that line of parked cars."
Roddy dashed into the row of vehicles, finding himself between a van and a pickup truck. The back of the pickup was loaded with several bales of straw and a large bag of grass seed. A sheet of black vinyl partially covered the bales. Roddy hurdled over the side, jerked the vinyl off and burrowed beneath it. He lay motionless.
Moments later, he heard shouting nearby.
"I don't see anything underneath," one voice said.
"Use your light and look inside every damned vehicle." It was the sergeant.
Then Roddy felt the truck bed shake as someone jumped onto the back bumper. They poked around on the vinyl and tugged at it, but Roddy had grasped one edge so that it wouldn't budge.
"Hey, Sarge," the first voice said. "A bus just pulled up down the street. Reckon he could have�"
"Get on the horn and have somebody intercept it. Tell them who we're looking for."
Roddy felt another shake as the man jumped down to the ground. Then the voices began to fade away. Apparently they were moving their search to another area.
Roddy waited a minute or so until he thought he would suffocate. Then he eased the black plastic sheet aside and rose slowly to look around. The area was quiet. He saw no one. He climbed out of the truck bed and moved to where he could see the front of the building. Then he noticed a large truck parked at the corner of the building beside a high wire fence. The flight line lay beyond. Keeping his body low, he made his way down to the truck and carefully climbed onto the hood, then on top of the cab. Throwing caution aside, he jumped across the fence. His knee buckled as he came down on the hard pavement, but he rolled onto one side to break the fall. When he got up and brushed himself off, he found he had suffered no more than a few scrapes on his arm. Fortunately, he had rolled onto the side opposite the shoulder that suffered the bullet wound.
Looking around, he could see no one along this area of the flight line. With the holiday, operations were virtually at a standstill. If there were any guards, they had evidently joined the group out front searching for him. The Pave Low still sat there with its navigation lights flashing. He could see a light on in the cockpit and figured Dutch was probably still there talking with Sergeant Nickens.
He walked quickly toward the chopper. Entering through the open cargo door, he made his way forward to the cockpit. When Dutch Schuler turned around and saw him, his mouth fell open with a look of shock.
"Colonel, how the hell�"
"Damnit, Dutch, listen to me before you say or do anything else. I don't care what Wing Patton said, I am not crazy. I did not kill Elena Castillo Quintero. Matter of fact, she was a damned close friend. The guy who killed her is the one who's responsible for what's about to happen at the Capitol. I've been working closely with two people on this. He's already killed one of them tonight." He pulled the radio from his pocket and switched it on. "Let me see if I can raise the other one. Burke, this is Roddy. Do you read me?"
Burke Hill's voice blared from the small set. "I just tried to call you. From what I heard on the police scanner, Romashchuk's guys have released that neurotoxin around the Washington Monument. All hell's broken loose over there. How soon will you be here?"
"I've run into a problem. My old co-pilot, Major Schuler, has been brainwashed by General Patton. He thinks I'm crazy. He's sitting here right now."
"Can you hear me, Major?" Burke asked.
Dutch directed a critical frown at Roddy. "Who is this guy?"
"Burke Hill. He's a former FBI agent, the guy who saved the American and Soviet presidents from that assassination plot in Toronto a few years ago. Remember?"
Major Schuler nodded and held out his hand for the radio. "This is Major Schuler, Mr. Hill. If somebody's plotting to fire mortars at the Capitol, why isn't the FBI or the police doing something about it?"
"That's a long story, Major. I'll be glad to tell you on the way. But if we don't get there in the next twelve to fifteen minutes, it will be too late. My family is in that audience as well as Roddy's, and untold thousands of others. I hope I don't have to blame you for letting them die."
Dutch clenched his teeth with a grimace that reflected the perilous state in which he had suddenly found himself. It was almost more of a burden than he could handle. His career had just been successfully rehabilitated. He was in line for an assignment that would be the envy of any young field grade officer. But if he assisted Colonel Rodman in getting away from Andrews after the instructions General Patton had given him, he would probably face a court-martial as unforgiving as the one that had convicted Roddy. That was one horn of the dilemma.
He had seen his old commander acting under extreme stress many times in the past. The man he saw now appeared to be just as much in command of his faculties as the Warren Rodman of old. Also he could not ignore the implications of Burke Hill's rebuke. Could he chance being held responsible for failure to save countless thousands of innocent people? He didn't understand the police report of neurotoxins released at the Washington Monument, but it would certainly tie in with the Colonel's concern about a mortar attack involving nerve agent shells.
All of these conflicting thoughts and observations, the highly troubling pros and cons, seemed to overload his capacity to sort them out quickly on a cold, rational basis. As a result, he went with his emotions, with the admonition of that plaintive voice deep within that said forget about trying to cover your own ass, do what seems the right thing to do.
The engines were still warm. They had used only a minimum amount of fuel on the previous flight. He tossed the radio back to Roddy and turned to the flight engineer.
"Sergeant, let's fire up this sucker and get it in the air."
A grinning Roddy pressed the transmit button on the transceiver. "We're on the way, Burke. Get that flashlight ready."
"Hope you don't mind taking the copilot's seat, Colonel," Dutch Schuler said as the twin turbine engines began to whine.
"It's been awhile, but I think I can handle it," Roddy said as he eased into the seat.
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"America's soldiers have always fired their guns in the pursuit of peace," said the voice on the radio.
Burke listened with growing apprehension as the dramatic tones of E. G. Marshall came through the speaker in Walt Brackin's Blazer. Time was an implacable enemy. Could they possibly find the terrorists in what little time they had left?
"With our nation thankfully at peace on this day that commemorates its founding, we hear the sound of cannon fire only as part of a musical tribute, a recognition of the sacrifices, for many the ultimate sacrifice, made by the men and women of our armed forces over a span of more than two hundred years. The United States Air Force Band, the U. S. Army Chorus and the Salute Gun Platoon of the Third U.S. Infantry join the National Symphony Orchestra in Peter Ilich Tchaikovsky's thrilling 1812 Overture."
The music began almost too softly to hear, but there was no mistaking the sound that reached Burke's ears from outside. It was the sound of a helicopter. He jumped out of the vehicle and ran into a cleared area, where he began to wave the flashlight in a circular pattern as the thunderous noise came closer.
When the chopper appeared suddenly over the trees, its forward progress stopped and it began to drop straight down like a massive, free-wheeling elevator. Before it had even touched down, he saw someone in a flight suit beckoning from the open door. Running at a crouch, he moved beneath the huge, whirling rotor blades. A hand reached out to grab his arm and pull him into the aircraft. It was his left arm, and Burke winced as the tugging strained the stitches in his shoulder. He stared about wide-eyed as he was hurriedly pushed toward the front. He had never been in such a huge helicopter.
Roddy waved back at him as Sergeant Nickens strapped him down for takeoff. The engines roared into full power and the chopper lifted off the ground, nosed forward and began to climb into the glowing night sky. Burke quickly checked his watch. It was 8:42. He looked around as the Sergeant handed him a helmet that was plugged into the intercom system. As he pulled it over his head, he heard Roddy's voice through the built-in earphones.
"We're about eight blocks out from the Capitol, Dutch. Let's fly a circular pattern around it. If we don't see anything on the first orbit, we'll shorten the radius. Keep a sharp eye out for a yellow dump truck with an air compressor hitched to the back end."
"Roddy, this is Burke. The 1812 Overture was just starting when I left the car. That was about three minutes ago. I don't know the exact timing, but I'd say we only have another seven to ten minutes."
"Roger on that. Any ideas on what to do if we find the truck?"
"Not if, when. We have to find that damned truck. Do you still have the Beretta?"
"Negative. The Security Police took it from me at Andrews."
"We've got a couple of M16s on board," Dutch said. "Don't know if we have any ammo, though."
"Yes, sir," Sergeant Nickens replied. "I have a couple of thirty-round magazines stowed away. Never thought we'd need them except for demonstration purposes. We're pretty well equipped. There's even a grenade launcher and tear gas aboard."
"We've been studying the possibilities for using Pave Lows to support law enforcement," Dutch said. "In areas like riot suppression and drug interdiction. With all the budget cutbacks, the Air Force is looking for new roles in the post-Cold War era."
"Better get the M16s ready," Burke advised. "We may need some heavy firepower. There should be three Peruvians, plus Major Romashchuk. Have you told your Air Force friends what's going on, Roddy?"
"I gave them a quick fill-in. They know who we're looking for and what's about to happen. What will happen unless we put a stop to it."
"Jerry," said Schuler, "how about putting Mr. Hill in the port minigun position. We don't have the guns hooked up, but he can help us look for that truck. Then get those M16s ready."
When he was plugged in at the door beside the minigun mount, Burke could see the Capitol out in front of him, bathed in floodlights, standing on its hilly perch. They were flying at minimum airspeed, just above the tops of the buildings, easing ahead slowly. He could see everything clearly on the streets below. They were coming around the east side of the Capitol, past the Library of Congress and the Supreme Court Building. The traffic appeared to be moving fairly well in this area. There was no sign of a yellow dump truck, but the flashing lights of several police cars and motorcycles could be seen heading west on Constitution Avenue.
When they were near Union Station, with a clear view to the southwest, Dutch Schuler came on the intercom, his voice filled with awe. "Holy shit! Look at all the blue lights flashing over toward the Monument. Half the cops in town must be over there."
"That's where the neurotoxin was released," Roddy said. "But they have no idea what's about to happen over this way."
Now that he was facing the west lawn of the Capitol, Burke could see the stage and the towers of lights bathing the orchestra from amidst the huge, spread-out audience. It looked like a blimp's-eye view of a football crowd, only there was no gridiron and the crowd was four times larger than had ever seen a football game. He saw the big guns lined up along the street beside the reflecting pool, awaiting the signal to add their deep-throated accents to Tchaikovsky's musical score. His watch showed 8:46. The orchestra was almost seven minutes into the Overture.
Cruising in a gentle turn, the chopper tracked west of the Municipal Building, heading over the monstrous structure that housed the National Gallery of Art. Below, Constitution Avenue was filled with traffic, including two ambulances that were dodging their way westward toward the Monument. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people crowded the Mall. Dutch dropped lower. The buildings here were not as tall. Lights about the striking structures and along the streets between them made it easy to distinguish the types of vehicles that swarmed the central area of the capital on this disarmingly warm and pleasant July evening. They saw no dump truck.
* * *
A few hundred yards to the east, seated on the large stage covered by a red and blue canopy emblazoned with white stars, nearly two hundred musicians followed the conductor's baton as the notes they played filled the night air. Strings and woodwinds alternated in a lilting, melodic segment, then the horns joined in as the music began to build with increasing intensity.
On the street beside the reflecting pool, a burly master sergeant walked briskly along the row of three-inch guns mounted on 105mm howitzer chassis. "Heads up, everybody!" he called out. "Prepare to fire."
The two-man ceremonial gun crews of the Third "Old Guard" Infantry Regiment from Fort Myer stood at the rear of the rubber-tired weapons, ready to fire the blank rounds that would produce thunderous blasts as background to the climactic ending of Tchaikovsky's famous work. At approximately eleven minutes and fifteen seconds into the piece, the five guns would each fire a round at one-second intervals. Two and a quarter minutes later, as the strings and horns and woodwinds were augmented by drums and chimes that produced the sound of cathedral bells, the stirring crescendo would conclude with the guns alternating in a volley of eleven more booming blasts.
* * *
In his room at the Presidential Plaza, Adam Stern listened to the frantic calls coming over the police scanner that sat on the table beside him. Barely audible in the background were the muted sounds of the 1812 Overture. The picture on the television showed the conductor's arms beginning to move with increasing vigor as the music built toward the climax. It was a brilliant plan, he realized. The shocking finale would take place right before the eyes of a nationwide TV audience.
What he was able to glean from the police radio was that a massive state of confusion existed. Ambulances were being summoned from throughout the city. One policeman had been killed, another injured. Several cars had wrecked in the area, with numerous injuries. And people by the hundreds were absolutely freaking out for no logical reason. There was speculation that the white smoke from the blue minivan, which was being sought in a massive hunt centered in the District's southwestern quadrant, may have had something to do with it. But the first victims were just now arriving at hospitals, and no one knew anything for sure.
"Attention all units," a dispatcher's urgent voice suddenly crackled over the scanner. "Cancel the search for two subjects in a blue minivan. The vehicle has blown up on Maine Avenue near M Street. Repeating, cancel�"
Stern smiled as he turned down the volume. Romashchuk's plan appeared to be unfolding on schedule. But there was always a chance for a slip-up. He would shift his full attention to the TV after one final check. He picked up the telephone from the bedside table and dialed the number for Haskell Feldhaus' cellular phone.
* * *
As the Pave Low circled just beyond the National Air and Space Museum, heading over the NASA Building, Colonel Rodman shouted over the intercom, "Look, down at nine o'clock, toward the end of the block. It's sitting right in that line of parked cars."
Nine o'clock meant straight out from where he stood at the minigun position, Burke realized. His eyes quickly swept the line of cars. Then he saw it. A dump truck with an air compressor behind it. A space of about a car length had been left vacant in front and back of the vehicle. Major Schuler was dropping lower as he tightened his turn to head for the intersection of Maryland Avenue and Sixth Street.
"The tarp is off," Roddy said. "They're climbing into the back of the truck."
Burke gave a quick glance at his watch. Coming up on eight-fifty. "They're getting ready to fire."
"If the Major will put us to one side of the truck," Sergeant Nickens suggested, "we can hose down the back of it with these automatic rifles."
Roddy's reply was quick and sharp. "Negative, Nickens. You could set off those chemical rounds. The surface winds would carry it right over to the Mall."
"Did you say you had tear gas grenades and a launcher?" Burke asked.
"Yes, sir. Got them right here."
"Think you could put a grenade in the hopper of that truck?"
"Sure thing, sir," he said. "Our whole crew has been trained in firing the M16 and the grenade launcher."
"Sounds like our best bet," Roddy added. "Put him in position, Dutch."
Schuler brought the chopper around in a tight turn so that the right side of the aircraft, where Sergeant Nickens stood at the minigun mount, would face the yellow truck on the street below. He closed in so the distance would be no more than 500 feet, well within the grenade launcher's effective range.
* * *
Nikolai Romashchuk sat in the gray van and listened to the broadcast of the symphony concert. He was parked in the middle of Maryland Avenue, halfway between Sixth and Seventh Streets. In the distance he could see the batteries of floodlights that illuminated the stage. He had just placed a yellow and black striped sawhorse barrier at the Seventh Street intersection, with a sign that said: "Street Closed. Department of Public Works." Pepe had set up a similar barrier at Sixth. From this vantage point, Romashchuk could easily see the yellow truck parked near the end of the block. Metal bands around the sides formed ladder-like rungs for climbing in and out. He had just made a final radio check. Each man had acknowledged with an arm wave that his earphone receiver was functioning perfectly. Then he had given the word for the men to climb in and prepare to fire the mortars.
The Major now had all the trappings of a typical tourist. A large camera bag sat on the seat beside him. There was no camera inside, of course. Instead, the bag's contents included the small, handheld transceiver with which he would give the command to fire, the Walther P38 loaded with a nine-shot clip, a gas mask and an injectable ampule of atropine. He had included the mask in case it became necessary to deal with the neurotoxin powder. The men who had just climbed into the dump truck did not have masks but carried the nerve agent antidote.
He checked his watch as he listened to the radio broadcast. Though he was quite familiar with the Tchaikovsky score before he became involved in this operation, he had recently listened to a tape of it over and over, again and again. He had timed it to determine exactly when the cannons would first fire, and how much time elapsed before the final volley. He knew the first shots would be coming up shortly. The men could not hear anything because of the ear protectors, but at the sound of the first firing, he would instruct them to get ready to drop the impact-igniting shells into the barrels.
He had heard a helicopter pass behind him moments before, and now he realized it was coming back this way. From the racket it was making, he knew it must be quite low. He had spotted a police chopper a few minutes earlier heading toward the Washington Monument. He had taken it as confirmation that the minivan had successfully completed its mission.
As the aircraft came closer, the noise almost drowned out the sounds of the concert. Suddenly it appeared just ahead of him, a large, dark green chopper, obviously military, flying extremely low. Then he saw that its forward motion had stopped. It was hovering just behind the yellow dump truck.
Though he could no longer hear the music, he knew it was time for the first cannon shots. He also knew he could not wait two minutes for the second volley. Something had gone wrong. He snatched the radio transceiver from the camera bag and pressed the transmit button.
"�Dispara!" he shouted. Fire!
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From the wings of the stage, the National Symphony Orchestra's manager gazed out over the massive throng that literally covered the Capitol lawn, a broad smile animating his face. The official estimate was well over four hundred thousand people, one of the largest crowds ever. And they were devouring the music as eagerly as kids at an ice cream shop. Down front the congressional leadership and their spouses sat in dark suits and conservative ties, the women in fashionable dresses, standing out like formally attired diners at an outdoor barbeque. The vast audience was as varied as America itself, and those who had danced and cheered and sung and clapped and sweated for more than an hour now sat or stood spellbound, totally unaware of the drama unfolding a few blocks to the southwest. The program was almost over, and for those familiar with Tchaikovsky's score, it was a moment of high anticipation.
A low, buzzing note on the bass violins was cut off with a fanfare-like phrase by the horns. Then violins and horns began to build a rising crescendo, accented by snare drums.
On the street beside the reflecting pool, a sergeant standing in front of a TV monitor raised his arm. At his signal, the first artillery piece fired, belching a tongue of flame, followed by a cloud of smoke from the burning powder charge. The cannon's roar echoed across the throng beside the Capitol and down the long, open stretch of the Mall. The number two gun fired. Then three� four� five.
Lori Hill hugged her daughter to her chest and felt her little heart thump like a butterfly flapping its wings as the booming of the cannons subsided and the strings began a repetitive, descending four-note phrase that kept moving down the scale, lower and slower. Then, with a sudden burst of sound, the entire orchestra and band joined in, along with the clanging, bell-like chimes, building toward the final, climactic moment.
* * *
As the big chopper settled into a hover, Sergeant Jerry Nickens steadied the M16 on the minigun mount, aimed at the gaping, black pit that was the dump truck's hopper and squeezed the trigger. The grenade streaked downward with a flash. A white cloud suddenly rose from the truck and Dutch Schuler cheered. "Bullseye!"
Burke Hill's urgent voice followed quickly over the intercom. "There's a gray van in the middle of the block that looks like Romashchuk's. Get us on the ground quick, as close by as you can. He may try to fire those weapons himself."
Schuler determined there was sufficient open space next to the intersection. He swung the big chopper around, dipped its nose and dove toward the chosen spot, cutting power and pulling up to let the aircraft impact with a solid thump. Roddy Rodman came bounding out of his seat.
"You and Nickens stay with the bird," he told Dutch. "Burke and I will take the rifles."
Burke was already grabbing an M16 from the Sergeant. "Give him your radio, Roddy. I have mine."
They leaped out of the Pave Low as the Shining Path guerrillas, coughing and swearing in Spanish, came groping their way blindly out of the back of the truck. The dark-skinned trio had received the Major's firing order, but it was about two minutes earlier than expected. As a result, they had not yet lifted the heavy shells into place above the mortar tubes. Before they had a chance to bend down and retrieve them, the tear gas grenade exploded a few feet away, first stunning, then blinding them.
As Burke and Roddy aimed their rifles toward the truck, a pistol shot rang out, striking the pavement beside Burke's right foot. The wind had picked up a notch, blowing the tear gas northward, but leaving enough to sting their eyes. Blinking rapidly as he looked toward the top of the truck, where the shot had come from, Burke saw a figure in a gas mask just above the tailgate, about to climb inside.
"It's Romashchuk!" Roddy yelled as he fired a short burst. Several metallic clangs sounded as rounds ricochetted off the truck. Nikolai Romashchuk had dropped out of sight inside the vehicle's hopper.
Hearing the gunfire, Pepe and his companions drew their pistols and started shooting. Though they were hardly in shape to see who was firing, they aimed in the direction of the sound. One lucky shot, from the Peruvians' standpoint, caught Roddy on the left arm. He shouted a bitter curse as Burke squeezed the trigger of the automatic rifle.
Unaccustomed to the weapon, he fired too many rounds with the first burst. It was more than enough to down the terrorist called Pepe. Swinging the barrel around, he managed shorter bursts this time, taking out both of the other guerillas, who were crouching and firing, ineffectively, in his general direction.
Ignoring his wound, Roddy slung the M16 over his shoulder and ran toward the rear of the truck. He climbed quickly using the handholds. Just as he stuck his head above the side, a loud thump sounded over the roar of the chopper. A brief flash appeared at the muzzle of one of the mortar barrels.
Roddy stared in horror. Major Romashchuk had fired one of the shells! He froze for an instant, then reacted with sudden, blind fury. The tear gas had dissipated, clearly showing the Major beside the mortar. Roddy swung the assault rifle off his shoulder. The Major spotted him at almost the same time and reached for the pistol at his waist. But drawing on the training he had received back in his special operations days, when he had practiced with every type of weapon in the inventory, Roddy squeezed the trigger before Romashchuk had time to aim. The M16 on automatic fire cut him down with a terrible clattering racket as bullets danced across the truck body.
Roddy stared at the bloody remains for a moment, then threw the rifle in at the lifeless heap.
As Burke rose from checking the downed Peruvians, he saw Roddy slowly climbing down from the truck. The boom of the cannon blasts at the Capitol still echoed through the muggy night air. "These three are dead," Burke said. Then he saw the look on Roddy's face. "What happened?"
"I was too late." He shook his head, tears in his eyes. "The bastard fired one of the shells."
* * *
With the boom of the cannon fire and the full fury of the music, only those in the immediate vicinity of the impact heard the mortar shell detonate. The downwash of the Pave Low's rotor blades had rocked the dump truck and the Shining Path terrorists had bumped against the mortar tube while scrambling out. As a result, the weapon's aim had been altered. The round landed on the north edge of the Capitol grounds. The wind, which had picked up in intensity over the past half an hour, caught the nerve gas and quickly swept it away from the crowd, but not quickly enough for those in the immediate vicinity.
The thunderous applause following the Tchaikovsky work was just beginning to fade when the first victims began to fall at the edge of the throng. They suffered from blurred vision and nausea and a tightness in the chest, then died quickly, gasping for breath, their limbs twitching. Some people nearby rushed to their aid, while others pulled back in horror. Many of those who attempted to help wound up victims themselves.
The orchestra launched into its traditional finale, Stars and Stripes Forever, which was normally accented by the brilliant bursts of fireworks from the area of the Washington Monument. But when the crowd looked to the sky, they saw only drops of rain, which began slowly, then quickly increased in tempo. This brought a major rush toward the nearby streets. Except for those on the northern fringe, the vast audience was unaware of what had happened.
* * *
The shot that hit Roddy Rodman's arm went through cleanly with no damage to the bone. As soon as Burke had made a temporary bandage with a large handkerchief, Roddy took the radio and called Major Schuler. The Pave Low had begun to attract a small crowd of people who had stopped their cars to see what was going on.
"We got them all, Dutch, but they fired one of the shells," Roddy advised in a saddened voice.
"Oh, God� no!"
"I'm afraid so. I picked up a chunk of lead in my arm, too. But no real damage there."
"Sure you're okay, Colonel?" Schuler replied.
"Roger. You guys had better get out of here before all hell breaks loose. You're already attracting an audience. Burke and I will stay and try to explain this to the cops. Then we'll head over toward the Capitol and see what's happening." And hope we can find our families alive, he thought.
"I'm sure I'll catch unshirted hell when this gets out," said Schuler. "But that's life. Call me when you get settled down."
The rotor blades began to spin faster as the turboshaft engines revved up and the helicopter lifted off the pavement, dipped its nose and began to rise.
As Burke and Roddy watched, they heard a sudden rustling sound behind them. They turned to find eight camouflage-suited soldiers moving in with automatic weapons. The group wore no insignia of any kind. Their steel helmets were painted a dull black. Their faces were smudged with black greasepaint.
"Lay your weapon on the street," ordered the one closest in a cold, businesslike voice. "Don't move and you won't get hurt." He turned toward the others. "Echo, keep your gun on them. Bravo, you drive the truck. The rest of you get moving."
The others slung their weapons, Uzis, Burke noted, behind them and quickly and quietly went to work. Operating in pairs, they gathered the bodies of the Peruvians and tossed them into the dump truck with Romashchuk. The one called Bravo climbed into the cab and started the engine. Another shook a powdery substance from a can onto the bloody spots where the guerrillas had fallen. At a signal from the leader, two men hopped into the truck cab with the driver and the others quickly climbed into the gray van, which had suddenly appeared with lights on, engine running.
As Burke and Roddy watched in stunned silence, the van pulled out in front, pausing to move aside the barrier at Sixth Street. It was followed closely by the yellow dump truck as raindrops began to pepper down in the street. In less than five minutes from the time they first appeared, they were gone. And so was all evidence of the terrorist team and the operation it had only partially carried out.
Roddy Rodman was first to break the silence. "What the hell was that?"
"A cleanup crew," Burke said.
"Where'd they come from?"
"Damned if I know. Probably weren't CIA, but I'll bet that's where they learned their trade."
Burke and Roddy scurried to the side of the street as cars began to drive down the block again. "Look at this," Burke said, squatting down near where one of the terrorists had fallen. "They sprayed something on the bloody spots."
"It's greenish."
"Yeah, like somebody's radiator leaked antifreeze."
Roddy felt numb. It was as though somebody had just peeled off a layer of his life, erasing all evidence of the past week. "The two people who could testify that I didn't kill Elena Castillo Quintero are now dead. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff has put out the word that I'm nutty as a fruitcake and dangerous. And the FBI is still hunting me down."
Burke shook his head. "We're damned sure not going to accomplish anything here. Let's see if we can find out what happened to that shell Romashcuk fired."
When they met the crowd swarming down Maryland Avenue from the Capitol lawn, some with umbrellas, most without, it was obvious from the laughter and weather jokes that these people were totally unaware of any terrorism at the concert.
"Maybe the shell missed," Roddy said. "Maybe it didn't detonate."
"I know where Walt Brackin parks," Burke said. "It isn't far from here. Maybe we can find them."
By the time they reached Walt's parking spot, a new chorus of sirens had begun to echo through the soggy night air. Burke felt a wave of relief when he saw his family approaching at a trot. Walt carried Cam, Chloe held Liz and Lori toted a large diaper bag and a folded stroller. Burke clutched his daughter as Chloe turned to look at Rodman's bloody arm.
"What happened?" she asked with a puzzled frown.
"I caught a stray bullet." Roddy was more worried about Karen and the girls than his own wound. "Did you see an explosion about the time of the last cannon shots?"
"Explosion? No."
He knew Lila would have made them arrive early to get as close as possible to the stage. If the Brackins hadn't seen the shell detonate, hopefully they were safe.
Chloe had her doctor's bag in the trunk. As she began a temporary patch job on Roddy's arm, Burke explained quickly what had happened. Walt switched on the radio and got a half-hysterical reporter who had been no more than two hundred feet from where the shell impacted. He wasn't aware that it had been a mortar round, however. A state of mass confusion existed. A few military personnel at the concert had recognized the nerve gas symptoms and tried to warn people away. No one had any idea where the gas had come from, though police assumed it was connected with the as-yet-unidentified chemical that had created havoc around the Washington Monument. Fragmentary reports indicated casualties numbered around fifty. Police had blocked off streets north of the Capitol, where people on the sidewalks had been overcome by the gas. Several drivers of vehicles with open windows had suffered seizures and crashed into lamp posts or building fronts. The rain had become a steady shower, adding to the havoc in the streets but providentially washing what remained of the nerve agent droplets into the sewer system.
When Chloe had finished with his arm, immobilizing it with a sling, Roddy looked across at Burke. "Do you want to go with me to the Presidential Plaza?"
Burke had been thinking about the same thing. "Absolutely," he said. "Walt, think you could get us over to the Plaza?" It was only a few blocks away, and the bulk of the traffic appeared headed in the opposite direction.
"I think so. What's over there?"
Lori's eyes flashed. "Burke Hill! You aren't going looking for Adam Stern?"
"The bastard's got to answer for this," Burke said, his jaw taut.
"Watch your language around the kids," she scolded, though both of them were asleep beside her in the back seat of the Brackin's Lincoln. "You aren't his judge or his jury or his executioner."
"The way he set this up, with the evidence all neatly erased, we're probably the only court he'll ever face. I don't intend to let him get away with it."
Lori shook her head. "Don't do something stupid, Burke. Don't ruin the lives of these two children."
He understood what she meant. During the Jabberwock affair and Operation Hangover, he had killed men in self-defense. But to give Stern the punishment he deserved, it would be murder. There was one point, however, that Lori didn't understand.
"Do you want to give up your business, change your name, take the kids, run and hide in some obscure, far-off spot?" he asked. "Adam Stern knows that Roddy and I are the only people left with first-hand knowledge of who is really responsible for what happened tonight. He killed the writer in Guadalajara. His henchman, Romashchuk, killed the woman Roddy knew and blew up the truck with the Mexican who had helped him. He killed Yuri and I'm sure he was responsible for destroying the minivan with the Peruvians. I'm equally sure Stern sent in that cleanup crew that carted off everything but the pavement from Maryland Avenue. He won't feel safe as long as we're alive."
If there was one thing Lori Hill could not countenance, in either her business or personal life, it was intimidation. When some larger travel firms had attempted to thwart her expansion plans with threats of cut-throat tactics, she had met them head-on. But this was different. If Burke was right, it could impact the children as well. Even so, she was not prepared to knuckle under to intimidation from Adam Stern or his Foreign Affairs Roundtable masters.
"With what you have on him, there has to be a better way, Burke," she said.
They discussed the possibilities as Walt drove on to the Capital Plaza Hotel.
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Extra security people were on duty at the hotel, carefully screening everyone who came through the entrance. Roddy's sling drew close scrutiny, but since neither he nor Burke looked Latin, they were not detained. Burke stopped at a beverage shop off the lobby, then used a house phone to call Room 333.
"Hello," snapped a curt Adam Stern. He obviously was not in a pleasant mood.
Burke disguised his voice. "This is Room Service, Mr. Stern. We're sending up a bottle of champagne that was ordered for you. There's a gift card with it. Just wanted to be sure you were in."
A few minutes later, he stood in front of Room 333 and knocked. He held the champagne in front to hide his face. Roddy stood to the side, out of view of the peephole.
The door opened and Stern stepped into the doorway, glancing at Burke, then looking around to see Rodman against the wall. He reached behind his back and produced a semiautomatic pistol, with which he waved to the pair in the hallway.
"Inside."
Burke walked in and sat the bottle on a table. "If this is the way you treat all your guests, you must lead a pretty lonely life."
"I only use this on visitors who lie and come to me under false colors." Stern closed the door. "Up against the wall. You know the drill."
"We aren't armed," Burke said, but they placed their hands against the wall while Stern patted them down.
They were in the parlor of a suite, which also included a small wet bar and refrigerator, a large TV tuned to the news and a wooden table with four chairs. Stern waved the gun at the sofa.
"Sit," he ordered. He aimed the remote at the TV and turned up the sound, then perched on the corner of the table, placing them between him and the television. He kept the gun pointed at their backs. "Let's watch this a moment. It should be instructive."
The camera showed bodies sprawled grotesquely along the edge of the Capitol lawn as a newsman's voice reported dramatically, "Scores of concert-goers died tonight on the Capitol lawn near Constitution Avenue, apparently victims of a terrorist bomb that showered the area with droplets of a deadly nerve agent. The compound, designed for use in chemical warfare, is believed to have been set off by members of The Shining Path, a Maoist-oriented Peruvian guerrilla group. A caller to the American Embassy in Lima claimed the group was responsible."
The scene shifted to a harried nurse in an emergency room, a mask dangling around her neck, as the reporter continued. "Police are inclined to agree, considering what happened around the Washington Monument a short time before the Capitol attack."
The back of one hand brushed an errant lock of blonde hair out of the nurse's perspiring face. "We've had a steady stream of people who have absolutely gone bonkers," she said. "They're in a state of wide-eyed panic. They're apt to take weird, completely irrational actions. Like suddenly stripping off their clothes."
The scene switched to an ambulance being unloaded. The victim on the stretcher was completely immobilized with straps tightly cinched about his body. "They're getting sedatives, tranquilizers, whatever will calm them down," said a paramedic. "It's really a jungle out there."
"These scenes were repeated at hospitals all over the District tonight," said the sober-faced anchor as he came on the screen, "after two men, tentatively identified as Shining Path terrorists, drove past the crowd, blowing a cloud of white dust from an exhaust pipe. Called a 'neurotoxin,' the compound attacked the victims' central nervous systems, creating an unreasoned sense of fear. Literally hundreds of people have been treated at the scene and in local hospitals. Several District of Columbia officials are calling on the federal government to mobilize the National Guard to prevent further terrorist acts."
Stern turned down the volume. "That wasn't the way we expected it to go," he said, a scowl on his face. "What did you think you could accomplish by coming up here?" He moved around to face them.
"I suppose you've already heard from your cleanup crew," Burke said, arms folded, eyes boring into Stern with a cold stare. "Your scheme to eliminate the congressional leadership didn't work."
"In the first place, it wasn't my scheme. And secondly, what makes you think it was aimed at eliminating those congressmen?"
Rodman spoke up. "That's what Major Romashchuk told Yuri Shumakov. It was just before I sneaked up and whacked him over the head with a wrench. He said killing the congressional leadership with the nerve gas would create panic, dissuade the President from sending help to the Commonwealth of Independent States."
Stern snarled. "For your information, and I don't give a damn if you believe it or not, the bastard lied to me. He never told me about the nerve agent. He only mentioned a neurotoxin, said it would create fear and panic but would wear off after a few days. I wouldn't have approved it if I'd known he planned to use anything lethal."
Burke gave him a look of disgust. "I'm touched by your concern. You didn't show the same restraint when you hired that Max character to take care of me."
"Or when you used that drug to fake the suicides of Bryan Janney and Colonel Bolivar," Roddy added.
Stern's features relaxed into a diabolical smile. "You can't prove any of that. And as for what happened tonight, the Shining Path has already taken credit for it. No evidence exists of any mortars or chemical shells. No dump truck or former KGB major."
"That was impressive," Burke admitted. "How did they get there so damned fast?"
"They are employed by an associate of mine. I had him standing by just in case anything should go wrong. Now it will be my pleasure to have the 'cleanup crew,' as you chose to call them, complete the job. They will be here shortly to eliminate all evidence of you and your troublesome theories."
Burke leaned back and shook his head. "I wouldn't advise that, Mr. Stern. If you know of a guardian angel, you'd do well to assign him to look after Roddy and me."
"Tell me another joke, Hill. You're as good as dead."
"If I am, then you're headed for prison. Maybe the electric chair. I have every bit of evidence that's needed to prove you murdered Lt. Col. Juan Bolivar. Hotel records showing you were in Washington the night he died, and left the next morning. Videotape of the pharmacist identifying your photograph as the man who posed as Juan Bolivar and bought Dalmane pills. Videotape of the leasing agent in Silver Spring confirming that no Dr. Morton Hailey ever had an office at that address. Phone company records showing the telephone number on the prescription pad was active only during the month of Bolivar's death. And a retiree from the Pentagon to whom the Colonel confessed just before he died, told the whole bloody story of Roddy's frame-up. I don't think there's a jury in the country who wouldn't convict you and levy the maximum sentence."
Adam Stern sat there for a moment as cold and unyielding as a block of granite, his eyes chips of blue ice, a muscle twitching in his jaw. "You'll never get it to the right people."
"Want to bet your life on it? Everything is sealed and in the hands of a lawyer," Burke said. That was a bit of an exaggeration, but it would be true as quickly as Lori could deliver the package to the lawyer. "He has been instructed that should anything happen to me or any of my family, or to Roddy or any of his family, copies will be sent to the local district attorney, the chief of homicide in the Metropolitan Police and an editor at The Washington Post. I've added a note that the Guadalajara police can probably duplicate the evidence in the case of Bryan Janney."
Stern walked over to the table, grabbed one of the chairs, spun it around and sat in it backward, resting his chin on the high back. He held the gun up, flexing his wrist back and forth like a nervous twitch. "So you think I'll simply let you walk out of here?"
"No. I think you'll get on that phone and call your boss. I want to talk to him."
"Laurence Coyne?"
"The big boss. Bernard Whitehurst. Have you told him what happened to the grand strategy tonight?"
"He knew nothing about what was planned."
"You're probably right about that. It's called 'deniability,' isn't it? But Romashchuk confirmed the Roundtable leadership helped bankroll his operation, as well as what was taking place in Minsk." Burke's voice hardened. "Get Whitehurst on the phone."
Stern hesitated at first, hatred filling his eyes, but finally yielded and placed the call.
Burke took the phone. "Burke Hill, Mr. Whitehurst. I trust your meeting has been going well?"
"Very well, thank you," the banker said in a syrupy voice. "I'm surprised to hear you are back in Washington. Nathaniel told me you were taking care of business in Korea."
"I'm afraid I found things a bit more pressing in Washington. Mr. Stern tells me you knew nothing about what Major Romashchuk had planned here tonight. I'll accept that you didn't know the details, only that something disruptive would take place."
"I'm afraid I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Hill."
"On the contrary, I'm quite certain you do. That's why all of the Roundtable bigwigs are out in Colorado, out of harm's way and safe from any complicity in the deal. And that's why Nate suddenly ordered me to fly to Seoul."
"That's preposterous!"
"Oh, is it? Well, let me tell you what I've compiled on your Mr. Adam Stern." He repeated what he had told "the enforcer" about the evidence he had placed in the hands of an attorney. "Colonel Rodman can testify that Stern met with Major Romashchuk in Mexico. And Se�ora Elena Castillo Quintero, she's the one Romashchuk murdered and left Roddy to take the blame for, she told him that her father's old friend in the Council of Lyon, one of your comrades, asked her to spy on him for the Major. I also have photographs, among others, of Stern and Romashchuk with the blue minivan at Advanced Security Systems. I'd say we can make a pretty good case for duplicity by leaders of the Foreign Affairs Roundtable."
"What is this, some kind of blackmail attempt?"
"I don't trust your man, Stern. I want to be sure nothing happens to Colonel Rodman or myself, or our families."
"Are you suggesting that I guarantee your safety?"
Burke smiled. "That's not bad for a start. But there's more. I want General Philip Patton out and Colonel Rodman's case re-opened. Patton was the bastard who screwed up that Iranian operation. Roddy should be exonerated. I don't care how they manage it. I'm sure your friends can think of something."
"General Patton has about outlived his usefulness anyway," Whitehurst replied calmly. "That is your bargain?"
To this man, thought Burke, people, economies, governments, everything was reduced to little more than pieces on a game board, to be bargained over or discarded, depending upon their usefulness, or lack of it, at the moment. He shook his head. "Sorry, I'm not finished. I don't want any action taken against Major Peter Schuler, who flew us in his helicopter tonight. He was Roddy's copilot in Iran. I also want Yuri Shumakov's body sent back to his family in Belarus, and I want Brad Pickens to convince the Mexicans that Roddy was not the one who killed Elena Castillo Quintero."
"Are you quite finished?" The edge to Whitehurst's voice indicated he had heard about enough.
"Yes."
"Well, it is customary for the blackmailer to hand over the incriminating photographs when his demands have been met. I will expect your evidence to be delivered to my office."
"The key phrase there, Mr. Whitehurst, is 'when the demands have been met.' This is a long-term proposition. I'll be happy to send you a copy, but the originals remain with the attorney."
There was a long pause, indicative that Bernard Whitehurst was attempting to find an escape valve that would release him from this dilemma. Obviously, he failed. "All right, Hill. You win this round. Put Adam Stern back on the line."
"Yes, sir. But first, I have one other request. Tell Nate Highsmith he'll have my resignation on his desk in the morning."
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On their way down in the elevator, Roddy Rodman shook his head, appearing still in a state of shock. "Why didn't you just turn Stern over to the cops?" he asked. "Out of circulation, he couldn't have bothered your family."
"You'd think not," Burke said. "But a guy like that has very long arms. I wouldn't trust him in jail or anywhere else. Anyway, that wouldn't have helped you or Dutch, or Yuri's family. You all deserve a break in this."
When they reached the lobby, he headed for the telephone alcove. "I have one more call to make before we leave here."
Belatedly he had thought of someone else atop the power structure who was in a position to get things done. It was Tilman Suskind, the President's Chief of Staff. He was a quick-witted, acid-tongued Missourian Burke had met during the wrap-up of the Hangover operation. That had been two years ago, back when the administration was new and the White House staff had not yet become completely blase about strolling the historic corridors of power. Tilman was a straight-shooter then, and he hadn't changed since. Burke knew he was not a member of the FAR.
"Thanks for talking to me," Burke said. "I know there must be a hundred people after your ear right now."
"The ear I can handle. It's the ones after my ass I can do without."
"Well, I've got some information about what happened tonight that the President needs to know."
"You talking about this nerve agent and panic gas business with the Shining Path idiots?"
"Yeah."
"The District wants us to call out the National Guard. The media are demanding we put the Army out in the streets. The congressional leaders are demanding FBI protection. They want us to seal Washington off to prevent another attack. Talk about your panic."
"I don't think there will be any more attacks. This isn't at all what it appears to be."
"Oh? Then what the hell is it?"
"A ruse. An effort to immobilize us while a bunch of hardliners stage a coup to take over the Commonwealth of Independent States."
"The hell you say. If that's so, why hasn't Kingsley Marshall warned us about it? What's wrong with his high-powered brain trust out at Langley, or are you people fronting for him on this?"
"I haven't had a chance to talk to the Director," Burke said. That was true. He didn't add that he hadn't made the attempt. "I suppose he's out in Colorado with the Foreign Affairs Roundtable. Can I talk to the President?"
"Somebody had better tell him what's going on. The NSC doesn't appear to know any more than what they've heard on the news. The FBI got their information from the Metropolitan Police. Will Highsmith be with you?"
"No. He's also in Colorado."
"Damn near everybody is in Colorado. I just talked to Dr. Wharton and told him to get his ass back here. The President just flew in from Camp David. The Secret Service wanted him to stay there, where it would be safer. He insisted he should be at the White House. Can you be here in twenty minutes?"
"Sure. I'd like to bring Colonel Rodman with me. He's retired Air Force. He's been working with me on this."
"Okay, Hill. Twenty minutes."
* * *
The President sat behind the big oak desk in the Oval Office, a frown tugging at the corners of eyes the color of brown sugar. But there was no sweetness in them tonight. A tall, husky man with rapidly graying hair, he had won the election on the strength of a pledge to return the government to the people. Once he got in office, however, he had found that no simple task. All the advisers said he needed experienced people to get things done in Washington. Those experienced people all had backgrounds in the establishment. He soon found himself a captive of the same circle of "wise men" who had been in control for years. Midway through his term, he had about decided upon a course that, if successful, could ease out some of the old insiders and bring in new people he trusted, people who truly thought the way he did. Independently.
When he received the first fragmentary reports of what had happened in the capital tonight, he feared that it might weaken his hand. What kind of government was he running if a band of Peruvian terrorists could come in and cause so much turmoil? He was anxious to know the real story, which Tilman Suskind had promised he would get from Burke Hill. The President's head was cocked slightly to the left as he faced his visitors. It was a habit he had acquired over the years when receiving unwelcome news. What he had just heard certainly fell into that category.
"You're telling me these terrorists, armed with nerve gas and neurotoxins, were part of an effort to disrupt our government, to preclude our intervention on behalf of the CIS?"
"Yes, sir," Burke said with a nod. "There were five Peruvians, led by a former KGB major. He was part of the conspiracy in the former Soviet republics. Two of them spread the neurotoxin. The others were armed with three mortars and chemical shells. They managed to fire one round into the symphony audience before we could stop them."
"Before you could stop them? How?"
Burke told him about the Air Force helicopter with tear gas grenades and his and Roddy's encounter with the people in the dump truck.
The President leaned forward on his desk. "How come Dr. Wharton's people haven't mentioned anything about this?"
"They didn't know. The police were not involved. And I can't explain what happened when it was over." He told about the "cleanup crew" that had appeared out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly with all the evidence, including the body of Major Nikolai Romashchuk.
"That sounds too much like a CIA operation," the President said, even more deeply troubled.
Burke shook his head. "I don't think so. Their leader may have been former CIA or Special Forces. But I'm inclined to believe they were a renegade group, maybe hired by the ex-Soviets who were behind the plot."
"How did you find out about the CIS-Soviet connection?"
"I'll let Colonel Rodman explain. He was more involved in that part of it."
Roddy told him briefly about Yuri Shumakov and how he had tracked Major Romashchuk to Mexico. He also described Yuri's dying phone call.
"That's a shame," said the President, shaking his head sadly. "Did he say where he was calling from?"
"Uh, no, sir," Roddy said. "When I talked to him a little while before that, he was planning to call Belarus and warn his people."
"I had better get Brad Pickens to work on this and find out who the hell these people were."
"I'm not so sure that would be a good idea, Mr. President," Burke said.
"Why not?"
"They just may have done us a favor. Tilman Suskind told me there are already demands to bring in the Army and mobilize the National Guard to seal the capital tight."
"That's true. They're afraid these terrorists will strike again."
"That's what I mean," Burke said. "With all the panic that's been stirred up, if word got out about this cleanup operation, it could make things a helluva lot worse."
"I see your point."
There was a knock at the door and Suskind stuck his head in. "Mr. President, you have an urgent call from the Ambassador in Minsk. Hill and the Colonel can wait out here while you take the call."
"Never mind," said the President. "It probably concerns what we've been discussing." He picked up the telephone. "Hello, Bob? What's going on over there?"
"I've just talked with Chairman Latishev," Ambassador Robert Markum replied. "He has ordered the arrest of General Nikolsky, the assistant chief of staff. It seems he was plotting with some hardliners to take over the CIS meeting this morning. It apparently involved leadership of the Commonwealth Coordinating Committees all over the former republics."
The President hung up after a few minutes and looked across his desk. "Ambassador Markum effectively confirms what you two had already learned. Chairman Latishev has initiated a roundup of some of the plotters, including General Nikolsky. He wants me to make an announcement that the United States is prepared to come to the aid of the CIS if necessary."
"Will you?" Burke asked.
"I should convene an emergency meeting of the National Security Council first and discuss it. It will certainly be interesting to hear what some of my stalwart advisers have to say about tonight's events." He stood up, signaling it was time to move on. "I appreciate more than I can say what you two did tonight."
"We had a very good reason," Burke said. "Both of our families were in that audience at the Capitol."
They had just left when another urgent phone call came in to the Oval Office. This one was from Bernard Whitehurst in Colorado.
"I see from the television that you have had quite a rough time in Washington tonight," Whitehurst said in a remorseless voice.
"It could have been worse," the President said. "And almost was."
"In what way?"
"I just had a briefing from Burke Hill with Worldwide Communications Consultants. He tells me the nerve gas came from a chemical mortar shell. There were two others ready to fire."
"Did he offer any proof?"
"He and a Colonel Warren Rodman repulsed the attackers. Then all of the evidence, including bodies, weapons, everything, was confiscated by what appeared to be a paramilitary group."
"That sounds rather implausible, don't you think?"
"Unfortunately, no."
"Did he say who might have hired them?"
"Possibly the people behind the plot."
"The Shining Path?"
"No. Former Soviet hardliners who want to take over the Commonwealth of Independent States."
Whitehurst's voice turned skeptical. "Hill said that?"
"Colonel Rodman. He had learned about it through an investigator from Minsk. I just had it confirmed by Bob Markum, our ambassador to Belarus. Chairman Latishev has ordered the arrest of some of the ringleaders. He wants me to announce that we'll come to the aid of the commonwealth if it becomes necessary."
"Surely you aren't going to do that. We shouldn't be bailing out a failed system," Whitehurst said. "The so-called 'hardliners' are right, you know. There is too much dissention over there, too much infighting, too much ethnic violence. They need a firm hand at the helm. It is in our interest to have a unified government we can deal with. We may not like their politics, but we know what to expect from them and how to do business with them. The Roundtable Board and the Council of Lyon have thrown their support behind a group known as the New Party Committee. They can consolidate power and provide the stability that is needed. It will be in the best interest of the American foreign policy establishment, as well as the American people. I urge you, back off and let it happen."
The President had received substantial financial support from the Whitehurst family during his campaign. A number of other influential Roundtable members had contributed heavily. He knew that he could not totally ignore their wishes without some peril. But the campaign was long past. He also had to consider those two hundred and fifty million people out there that he represented. They might be reluctant to send their tax dollars over to bail out ailing economies, but they would not stand by docilely and watch the re-enslavement of people who had only recently won their freedom.
"I'm sorry," he said, "this might be in the best interest of the leadership of the Roundtable, but I don't believe it's what the American people would want. If I tell them how nearly half a million people at the symphony concert had a close brush with death tonight, and I will if I have to, I'm positive what their answer would be. That was a despicable thing, Bernard. The more I think about it, the less I'm sure your hands are totally clean. Did you know the families of Burke Hill and Colonel Rodman were in that crowd?"
"Did Hill suggest that I had something to do with this?"
"No," the President said. "Should he have?"
"I think you will live to regret this decision, Mr. President. I am quite sure that Burke Hill will."
As soon as the President got off the phone, he called in his key staff members and got to work on an announcement for the news media. The White House press secretary soon issued a statement that investigators were pursuing reports connecting the disaster behind the Capitol with former Soviet hardliners. Then, at midnight Eastern Daylight Time, an hour before the CIS meeting was to convene in Minsk, the President appeared in the White House briefing room to announce that, if requested by leaders of commonwealth states, the U.S. would send military forces to help them maintain their independence. Unstated was the fact that he did not expect to be sending any troops or aircraft. Naval vessels were already in the area. He had communicated directly with Chairman Latishev and was convinced that the threat would be enough to stave off any action on the part of remnants of General Zakharov's hardliner plot.
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The statement coming from the television in the Brackins' recreation room in Falls Church was cheered by the group who watched. Besides the Drs. Brackin and the elder Hills, it included a properly patched up Roddy Rodman and a happy, smiling Karen and Lila. Burke had picked them up in Alexandria as he and Roddy drove back in Walt's Blazer.
Walt passed around glasses of champagne, which he had uncorked to celebrate the successful conclusion of what had been a living nightmare.
Roddy proposed a toast. "To Yuri Shumakov," he said, raising his glass, "who laid his life on the line and paid the price to save us all."
"Hear, hear," the others replied as they turned up their glasses.
"I intend to tell his family what he did," Roddy added, a determined look on his face. He glanced over at Burke. "Do you really think we're safe now?"
"From Adam Stern, yes. Bernard Whitehurst can control him. But I've come to realize that nobody is really safe with Whitehurst and his fellow megalomaniacs out to run the world. If it suits their purposes, they won't hesitate to foment a war or trigger a depression or support isolated disasters like the one that almost took place here tonight."
* * *
Three days later, with the dress shop opening postponed for a week and the charges in Mexico quietly dropped, the newlyweds, Roddy and Karen Rodman, boarded a flight for Minsk, Belarus. They spent their honeymoon visiting with Larisa, Aleksei and Petr Shumakov and attending Yuri's funeral. He received a hero's burial attended by Chairman Latishev and General Borovsky, the service conducted by his mother's priest.
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