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Praise for
THE CUTOUT


“MATHEWS DISHES UP A VERY SCARY TALE OF INTRIGUE AND ESPIONAGE.…THE THRILLS IN THIS BOOK ARE IN ALL THE REALISTIC DETAILS. MATHEWS IS A FORMER CIA ANALYST WHO’S ABLE TO TRANSLATE HER EXPERTISE INTO A HIGH-ACTION THRILLER THAT KICKS OFF IN A LIVELY FASHION. CARMICHAEL IS ONE OF THE TOUGHEST FEMALE SECRET AGENTS WE’VE SEEN IN A LONG TIME. NO WONDER HER NICKNAME IS MAD DOG.”

—USA TODAY




“RIVETING … [Mathews’s] presentation of espionage and CIA tactics is impeccable.

—Publishers Weekly




“Francine Mathews’s The Cutout is not just a fresh new voice in international intrigue, it’s a brand-new vision—INTELLIGENT, PASSIONATE, AND UNCEASINGLY ENTERTAINING.”

— Stephen White, New York Times bestselling author of The Program




“Francine Mathews writes with precision and authority. The Cutout is A TOP-RATE SPY THRILLER. I loved it.”

— Ridley Pearson, New York Times bestselling author of Middle of Nowhere







MORE PRAISE FOR FRANCINE MATHEWS’S
THE CUTOUT


“Mathews … hits the mark with The Cutout, an espionage tale that satisfies history and spy enthusiasts as well as politicos and action-adventure readers…. The book excels where most others stumble into stereotypes. The Cutout will engage readers of both genders in the secret world of espionage and the quest for vindication, lost love and fallen agents…. OUTSTANDING.”

—Las Vegas Magazine




“Former CIA analyst Francine Mathews brings a real knowledge of the world of espionage to this international thriller…. Told with JUST THE RIGHT MIX OF INTER-OFFICE INTRIGUE AND HIGH-STAKES DRAMA.”

—The Detroit News




“Intense … an ending that will leave you
screaming for more … THE HOTTEST READ
OF THE SEASON.”

—Romantic Times




“Tightly written … [Mathews]
appears to have hit it big with The Cutout.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“The plot is DIZZYING … a plot I definitely had to read in one sitting!”

—Booknews




“An exciting espionage thriller … The story line from the outset is fast-paced, never slows down even during an insider’s look at the spy school training program, and ends with an exhilarating climax … BRILLIANT.”

—The Midwest Book Review




“Fast-paced … crisp, intelligent.”

—The Toronto Sun
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Cutout: A third person used to conceal the contact between two people—usually an agent and a handler who do not want to meet because one or both may be under surveillance.

—NORMAN POLMAR AND THOMAS B. ALLEN,
The Encyclopedia of Espionage
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                Part I                     
TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 9
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         ONE          
Berlin, 12:03 P.M.

SHE WAS A SMALL WOMAN; the press had always made much of that. On this crisp November morning in the last days of a bloody century, she stood tiptoe on a platform designed to lift her within sight of the crowd. They were a polyglot mass—threadbare German students, Central Europeans, a smattering of American tourists. A few Turks holding bloodred placards were shadowed, of course, by the ubiquitous security detail of the new regime. After twenty-four hours in Berlin, Sophie Payne had grown accustomed to the presence of riot police.

The international press corps jostled her audience freely, cameras held high like religious icons. The new German chancellor had not yet banned the media. Just across Pariser Platz, at the foot of the Brandenburg Gate, sat a tangle of television vans and satellite dishes. Sophie surveyed them from her podium and understood that she was making history. The first American Vice President to descend upon the new German capital of Berlin, she had appeared at a troubled time. The people gathered in the square expected her to deliver an American message—the promise of solidarity in struggle. Or perhaps redemption?

She had come to Berlin at the request of her President, Jack Bigelow, to inaugurate a foothold in the capital. Behind her, to the rear of the seats held down by the German foreign minister and the U.S. ambassador, the new embassy rose like an operatic set. Before it, Sophie Payne might have been a marionette, Judy playing without Punch, an official government doll.

The U.S. embassy’s design had been fiercely debated for years. The trick, it seemed, was to avoid all visual reference to Berlin’s twentieth century—that unfortunate period of persistent guilt and klaxons in the night. Comparison with the present regime might prove unfortunate. But neither was the nineteenth century entirely acceptable; that had produced Bismarck, after all, and the march toward German militarism. The State Department planners had settled at last on a postmodernist compromise: a smooth, three-storied expanse of limestone corniced like a Chippendale highboy.

It might, Sophie thought, have been a corporate headquarters. It made no statement of any kind. That was probably her job today, too.

But in the last thirty-six hours she had read the obscene graffiti scrawled on the new Holocaust memorial. She had met with third-generation Turkish “guest workers”—gastarbeiters —about to be repatriated to a country they had never seen. She had even dined with the new chancellor, Fritz Voekl, and applauded politely when he spoke of the rebirth of German greatness. Then she had lain sleepless far into the night, remembering her parents. And decided that a statement must be made.

Now she set aside her carefully crafted speech and adjusted the mike. “Meine Damen una Herren.”

In the pause that followed her amplified words, Sophie distinctly heard a child wailing. She drew breath and gripped the podium.

“We come here today to celebrate a new capital for a new century,” she said. That was innocuous enough; it might have been drawn from the sanitized pages she had just discarded.

“We celebrate, too, the dedication and sacrifice of generations of men and women, on both sides of the Atlantic, who committed their lives to the defeat of Communism.” Nothing to argue with there—nothing that might excite the black-clad police or their waiting truncheons.

“But the fact that we do so today in the city of Berlin is worthy of particular attention,” she continued. “The capital of Germany’s past as well as her future, Berlin can never be wholly reborn. It carries its history in every stone of its streets. For Berlin witnessed Hitler’s tyranny and horror, and Berlin paid for its sins in blood. As we dedicate this embassy, let us commit ourselves to one proposition: that never again will this nation submit to dictatorship. Never again will it shut its doors to any race. Berlin must be the capital for all Germany’s people.”

There was a tremendous roar—spontaneous, uplifting, and utterly foolhardy—from the crowd in the middle of Pariser Platz. A bearded figure waved his placard, chanting in a torrent of Turkish; he was followed by others, scattered throughout the square, and in an instant the police truncheons descended in a savage arc. Someone screamed. Sophie took a step back from the podium; she saw a woman crumple under the feet of the crowd.

Nell Forsyte, her Secret Service agent, was instantly at her side. “Say thank you and get out,” Nell muttered.

Sophie reached for the microphone. And before the sound of the blast ripped through the cries swelling from Pariser Platz, she felt something—a vibration in the wooden platform beneath her feet, as though the old square sighed once before giving up its ghost. Then the Brandenburg Gate bloomed like a monstrous stone flower and the screaming began—a thin, high shriek piercing the chaos. A wave of red light boiled toward the podium where she stood, paralyzed, and she thought, Good God. It’s a bomb. Did I do that?

Nell Forsyte flung Sophie to the platform like a rag doll and lay heavily on her back, a human shield shouting unintelligible orders. Somewhere quite close, a man cried out in French. Glass shattered as the shock wave slammed outward; the plate-glass windows of the luxury hotels buckled, the casements of a dozen tour buses popped like caramelized sugar. And then, with all the violence of a Wagnerian chorus, the massive glass dome of the nearby Reichstag splintered and crashed inward.

The chaos suspended thought and feeling. For an instant, Sophie breathed outside of time.

“You okay?” Nell demanded hoarsely in her ear.

She nodded, and her forehead struck the wooden platform. “Get off my back, Nell. You’re killing me.”

“Stay down.”

“I’d prefer to get up.”

The Secret Service agent ignored her, but Sophie felt a slight shifting in the woman’s weight; Nell was craning her neck to scan the square. Sophie had a momentary vision of a pile of dignitaries—American, German—all crushed beneath their respective security details. She giggled. It was an ugly sound, halfway between a sob and a gasp. If I could just get up, I’d feel better. More in control. She dug an elbow into Nell’s ribs.

The agent grunted. “When I count to three, stand up and face the embassy. I’ll cover your back.”

“Shouldn’t we crawl?”

“Too much glass.”

Nell gave the count and heaved Sophie to her feet. Only then did the Vice President notice that she’d lost a shoe. All around her, men and women lay on the platform amid splatters of blood, a hail of glass. The podium, Sophie realized, had miraculously shielded her from shrapnel. A tense ring of German security men surrounded the foreign minister; he sprawled motionless amid a heap of splintered chairs. Somebody—the embassy doctor, Sophie thought—was tearing open his shirt.

At the right side of the platform, maybe a yard from where she stood, a dark-skinned scowling man drew a machine gun from his coat and aimed it at Sophie.

She stared at him, fascinated.

Then Nell’s pistol popped and the man’s left eye welled crimson. He reeled like a drunk, his gun discharging in the air.

This time, Nell tackled her at the knees.
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The medevac helicopter circled over Pariser Platz twice, ignoring the frantic signal of an ambulance crew from the rubble below. There was nowhere to land; survivors trampled the wounded underfoot, and the main exits to the Tiergarten and Unter den Linden were choked with tumbled stone and rescue vehicles. The chopper pilot veered sharply left and hovered over the roof of the embassy. Normally, a marine guard would have been posted there for the duration of the Vice President’s speech, but the soldiers had probably rushed below in the first seconds after the explosion. The roof was empty. The pilot found the bull’s-eye of the landing pad and set down the craft.

A two-man team scuttled out of the chopper, backs bent under the wind of the blades. They rolled a white-sheeted gurney between them. A third man—blond-haired, black-jacketed—crouched in the craft’s open doorway. He covered the team with an automatic rifle until they reached the rooftop door. There, one of the men drew a snub-nosed submachine gun from his white lab coat and fired at the communications antennae bolted to the embassy roof. Then he blew the lock off the door.

A security alarm blared immediately. It was drowned in the clamor of Pariser Platz.

The blond-haired man raised his gun and glanced over his shoulder at the helicopter pilot. “They’re in. Give them three minutes.” He scanned the rooftop, the heating ducts and the forest of defunct antennae. Brand-new, state-of-the-art listening posts, all shot to hell in seconds. The CIA techies had probably been there for weeks installing them.

The helicopter rotors whined, and the man in the black jacket steadied himself against the door frame as the craft lifted into the air. The screams below seemed hardly to affect him. He scanned the square like a hawk, waiting for the moment to dive.
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Machine-gun fire. It was the sound of her recurring nightmare—a dream about execution and a firing squad. Sophie struggled in Nell’s grip, choking on the wave of oily smoke that had flooded Pariser Platz. It was impossible to see much—only the blank wall of the embassy looming. The agent lifted her under the armpits like a child.

“We’ve got to get inside.” Nell thrust Sophie toward the dignitaries’ chairs, vacant now as a theater on a bad opening night, shards of glass sparkling everywhere. Sophie could feel Nell’s urgency nipping at her heels.

A marine guard thrust open the shattered main door. Then he fell, slack-mouthed and startled, dead at Sophie’s feet. Nell’s arm came up beside her. The agent fired at something in the shadows of the entryway And then, with a sound like a punctured tire, Nell dropped to her knees. There had been no report from another gun. Someone inside the embassy had a silencer.

A clatter of footsteps, a gurney being lifted over the marine guard’s corpse. Blood was spreading rapidly across the dark blue wool of Nell’s suit. A rescue team in white coats surged toward Sophie, and she sank down beside the agent with a feeling of relief. Nell grabbed Sophie’s waist with one arm and with the other raised her gun. As Sophie watched, a bullet struck the agent square in the forehead and she slumped over, rage still blazing in her eyes.

Sophie was cradling her, a dragging, bleeding weight, and screaming Nell, Nell, when they seized her from behind. Then night fell like the guttering of a candle flame.
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“Get out of the way!”

The man at the head of the gurney shouted in German to the bewildered survivors at the edge of the platform. “We need room! Move it!”

The medevac helicopter hovered two hundred yards above Pariser Platz, a gurney line descending from the motorized reel. It took only seconds for the two men below to attach the stretcher. It rose slowly, smoothly, with its white-sheeted burden. A figure appeared through the swirling maelstrom of smoke—black leather jacket, blond head. He reached for the stretcher, steadied it, and swung it carefully inside.

A German newsman, his face smeared with soot, had his lens trained firmly on the chopper. Where it gripped the video cam, his right hand was slick with blood. “Who’s on the stretcher?” he demanded.

The gurney team ignored him.

The newsman swung his camera into the face of one of the medical techs. Livid with anger, the man shoved it aside. The reporter dropped the camera with a cry of pain and clutched his wounded hand.

Shedding their white coats, now stained with blood and dust, the two men pushed through the crowd. An ambulance idled at the edge of the Tiergarten, strangely unresponsive to the hundreds of wounded in the square. They made for it at a run.




       TWO        
Arlington, 7 A.M.

CAROLINE CARMICHAEL BALANCED her coffee cup—an oversized piece of Italian pottery with Deruta stamped on the bottom—between the thumb and forefinger of each hand. Her gaze was fixed on the dull blue wing of a jay carping beyond her window. She may have seen the bird—may have recorded something of its petulance, the way its beak stabbed angrily at the sodden leaves. She may have acknowledged the rain streaming down into the defeated grass, and in some hollow of her mind determined which suit to wear to work; but for the moment she was content to sit nude beneath her oversized terry-cloth robe. It enfolded her like an ermine, a second skin. It had once belonged to Eric, and that alone made it precious.

The cotton loops smelled faintly of lemons. She closed her eyes and imagined him breathing.

Lemons. The groves of Cyprus, dry hillsides crackling with rosemary. Cyprus had come well before Budapest and was thus a place that Caroline could consider without flinching. Raw red wine and merciless sunlight, the sea a cool promise through the tumbled stones. She had bought the robe in a shop in Nicosia. He had worn it maybe four times. I’m not a robe kind of guy, he’d told her when she packed for home. Take it with you. Really.

And just what, Caroline wondered, was a robe kind of guy?

When Eric emerged from the shower, his hair a tousle of spikes and the night’s growth of beard a haze along the jaw, he rarely reached for a towel. The drops beading his skin evaporated in the Cyprus heat, while he stood lost in thought, eyes fixed on nothing. Caroline never asked where his mind went in such moments. She was too well acquainted with Eric’s demons—the fear that gripped him before certain meetings, the uncontrolled retching over the porcelain bowl.

Nicosia was bad. Budapest was worse.

She could have loved the craggy old city on the banks of the Danube were it not for the change in Eric. Some nights, working surveillance in the passenger seat beside him, she would lose herself in the spectacle of Buda Castle, floodlit and austere on its manicured slope. By day she plunged into the warren of Pest’s back streets, where the buildings’ grimy plaster facades, untouched as yet by the mania for renovation, hovered like the backdrop to a Bogart movie. Beneath the coal dust that penetrated every crevice of every shop, she found carved chests daubed with brilliant birds, embroidered linens, spurs once owned by a Magyar horseman. She fingered the cloth, stroked the splintered wood, and imagined a vast plain swept by wild herds. Later, when the incessant rains of March fell, she retired with a book to Gerbeaud’s, the city’s most venerable coffeehouse. She toyed with chocolate torte and eavesdropped on young Italian tourists.

Eric refused all refuge. He grew hollow-eyed from strain and restless nights; he spoke sharply when he spoke at all. When she referred to a time beyond Buda, he lost the thread of conversation. Always a creature of discipline, he became, if anything, an ascetic—forgoing sleep, the after-embassy drinks hour, even her body in the small hours of morning. The night meetings ended increasingly at dawn, long after she had closed her book and put out her light. She would awake early and dress for the embassy in silence, her husband an insensate stranger shrouded amid the sheets.

Three months before the end of their tour, Eric accepted temporary duty in Istanbul for the summer. Caroline decided to head for the States the same day he left Budapest. She had no reason to go on to Turkey with him, no duty in Istanbul. She would work in Langley and hunt for a house. Headquarters would be glad to have her back—they never asked inconvenient questions. And perhaps absence would improve Eric’s frame of mind. Dispatch him from his present limbo, a restored creature.

I’ll call you, he says as they stand in the echoing concourse of the Frankfurt airport. There are no lounge areas at the individual gates, no place to sit and talk. Bearded men too large for their tropical-weight suits are wedged between newspapers and duty-free bags, smoking endless cigarettes. Their wives pace the concrete floors in wrinkled saris, children curled in their arms like sacks of flour.

The international terminal is one vast waiting room between past and future, punctuated by drooping plants and security portals and guards with electronic sensors. Terrorism haunts the Frankfurt airport, because a decade ago a boom box wired by two Libyans was loaded from the tarmac into the baggage compartment of Pan Am 103. That flight ended in fiery chaos over a small town in Scotland. And now Frankfurt is determined to shut the barn door on the horse’s ass.

It takes hours to process through security. Tourists disinclined to learn from history ignore the gate queues and raise their voices in complaint. Bags are opened, or x-rayed, or swathed in yellow twine. Forms are stamped. Cameras monitor. People stand and sweat and stare blankly with ill-defined tension. And at last, the baggage dismissed, they win the freedom of this concourse. Its sterility is almost harrowing.

Caroline clutches her boarding pass in her right hand, her carry-on in her left, when what she really wants is to hold Eric until the breath leaves his body.

“I’ll be at the Tysons Marriott,” she says. “I’ll let you figure out the time change between Istanbul and Virginia.”

She notices with half her mind that the Americans complain the loudest. They eddy in a tide of sweatsuits around the island that is Eric, convinced they deserve some sort of dispensation. They’ve paid in blood for world dominion, and this German obsession with order is an outrage. It smacks of cattle cars shunted to a Polish siding, of diversion to the death camp showers. Patience is a virtue Americans distrust.

Eric touches her cheek. Kisses her forehead chastely, as though in benediction. And turns away, his mind shifting elsewhere. Caroline stretches out her hand to his retreating back. But it is already too late. It is this she will remember, years later, when people ask. She will remember that they parted in silence.

Did he suspect what would happen that frantic April morning? Or did he go ignorant as a calf to his destruction?

Caroline drank the last of her coffee, the taste of sewage in her mouth. The jay beyond her window lifted its wings and flitted away; she was very close to being late for work.

When the news breaks, she thought, it’s the one thing on everybody’s mind, the question we never ask aloud. We shrug off disaster, hurl obscenities at the slow car in the fast lane, skip our workouts for a long lunch. But the question remains; it hovers like a priest’s profile, half glimpsed through a confessional screen.

When a plane explodes five miles above the earth, how exactly do you die?

Over the past two years, she had pinned down some specific answers. Twelve of the passengers on MedAir 901 were found seventeen miles from the plane’s point of impact, dead but still strapped into their seats. Five others—first-class passengers who sat directly over the forward baggage compartment, where investigators believed the bomb exploded—were incinerated at ignition. Seven of the taller members of the coach section were decapitated when a wing sheared off. Ninety-eight others never got out of the fuselage. But the worst of it, in Caroline’s opinion, were the ones who were sucked from their seats, to swirl with the air currents like leaves or empty candy wrappers high above the coast of Turkey. At thirty thousand feet they would lose consciousness in seconds, suffocate in the thin air, freeze in the subzero winds. And disintegrate on impact.

Even now, when she closed her eyes at night, she saw the children. There’d been twenty-one of them on MedAir 901, some of them teenagers, some of them still in diapers. Candy wrappers, all of them, in their pastel Easter clothes.

Eric’s was one of the bodies they never found at all. Two and a half years of probing the metaphoric wreckage, a thousand days of questions thrown out into the clandestine universe, and Caroline still did not know how her husband had died.

It was Eric she longed for now, in the rain of Arlington, as she tossed the dregs of her coffee in the sink and padded down the length of carpeted hall to her solitary bedroom. She longed for the tautness of a thigh, the delicate flesh above the hip. The rime of sweat that lived in the crease behind his knee. All these, she thought, all these are denied me. And the pain of it stopped her short in the doorway, to take a ragged breath, to calm herself, and to move then with resolution toward the closet door.

She was halfway up the George Washington Parkway when the news from Germany broke.
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The CIA’s Counterterrorism Center was in the grip of its daily frenzy. Tucked away on the ground floor of the New Headquarters Building, the CTC was a window-less three thousand square feet of stale air and blue industrial carpeting, where fifty-odd terrorism experts jockeyed for space and priority among a welter of cubicle partitions. It brought together CIA case officers, Intelligence analysts, FBI agents, and Secret Service detailees in a way that no government organization had ever attempted before. Turf battles and chains of command were set aside in the Center; here, the common threat took precedence. There were people who knew Farsi and people who knew explosives and people who knew where Moammar Qaddafi slept each night; people who dreamed in Arabic, or understood counterfeiting, or chemical precursors, or how storage centers were hidden in the hearts of mountains. Here the stuff of fiction was commonplace—the satellite images of guerilla training camps, the electronic intercepts of private conversation. In Caroline’s mind, it was the most fulfilling and exciting three thousand square feet in the entire world.

She paused at the door, expecting the inevitable—the bruising flight of one of her colleagues toward the hallway connecting the New Headquarters Building with the Old—and was rewarded with a sharp jolt in the rib cage as Sandy Coutts careened past her.

“Sorry,” he muttered. And never looked up from the cable he was reading.

Sandy was a small, fussy white-haired man with a correct British accent. His wire-rimmed spectacles were clouded with thumbprints. He disapproved of Caroline— Sandy disapproved of all young people on principle, and particularly female ones—and yet she regarded him with affection. He was a character straight out of George Smiley’s Circus. And he knew everything there was to know about Beirut and Lebanon. If, while crossing the street in his distracted fashion, Sandy Coutts were to be hit by a bus one day, the collective memory of Middle East analysis would be wiped out in an instant.

Where partitions divided the room, a particular branch held sway: the Hizballah people, the Bin Laden people, the ones who followed the PFLP-GC. Caroline turned right on Bin Laden Lane and made her way to Via Krucevic. It was the place she called home in the CTC—the branch that watched the 30 April Organization. Its members were an elusive band of international killers—madmen, probably; psychotics and sadists and all-around bad boys, certainly— but disciplined and deadly. Their agenda was simple. They wanted a Europe cleansed of the non-Aryan races; they waged terror in order to achieve it.

Thirty months earlier, they had blown up Eric’s plane.

“Hey, Mad Dog.” Cuddy Wilmot was already standing by Caroline’s desk. He was one of the few people allowed to call her that—the name Eric had given her after a reckless display of courage during her paramilitary training—but then, Cuddy had been Eric’s friend. Now he was Caroline’s. He was also her branch chief.

“The afternoon briefing at State is canceled,” he told her. “Scottie’s called a staff meeting for nine A.M.”

“Any news of the Veep? What hospital she’s in?”

Something about Cuddy’s face—the half-apologetic way he shoved the bridge of his glasses upward with one finger—warned Caroline that bad news was coming. Cuddy never apologized.

“Have you seen the footage?” he asked.

“Didn’t have time.” She glanced at a television monitor suspended from the ceiling; a few people were gathered in a tight knot under it. She started to walk toward Scottie Sorensen, the Center’s director, but Cuddy grabbed her elbow.

“Come into my office.”

They serpentined through the huddle of desks, past fat piles of paper balancing rotary fans and coffee mugs tattooed with lipstick, past bookshelves bulging with academic journals and videotapes and yellowing scraps of newsprint. Other than the people watching the news, everybody in the place was bent over their terminals, intent on scanning the traffic that had been dumped overnight. Searching for the spoor that presaged a terrorist kill—the threat phoned in to an embassy, the report of a suspicious briefcase—anything that might scream culpability in the Berlin bombing.

“What is it?” she asked Cuddy, feeling her heart accelerate.

He closed his office door behind her. Not that it mattered; the walls were made of glass.

“I think you ought to see this in what passes for privacy.” He bent over the VCR and stabbed at a button.

“Why?”

He didn’t answer. Everything about Cuddy—the sleeves of his yellow oxford cloth shirt rolled up to the elbows, the ugly polyester tie he kept in a desk drawer and knotted around his neck as an afterthought—was as it should be. But in the small room Caroline could feel his tension humming.

“You think this was done by our boys.” She said it quietly. “That they hit the Gate. You think 30 April tried to kill the Vice President.”

“I don’t know what to think. That I’m going insane, maybe. Have a seat, Caroline.”

The footage was German, pulled off the Agency’s massive satellite dishes. She ignored the network voice-over and focused on the screen. A wide-angle shot of the new embassy, the crowd milling around Pariser Platz. A surprisingly nice day for Berlin in November.

“Who’s the guy at the mike?” Cuddy asked.

“Dietrich, Graf von Orbsdorff,” she replied. “Foreign minister. Former Christian Democrat turned Social Conservative. He fought with Helmut Kohl for two decades, then switched parties when Fritz Voekl and his fascist buddies moved into town.”

“He’s dead,” Cuddy said without emotion.

Caroline took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. As a leadership analyst in the Office of Russian and European Analysis (a place known by the unfortunate acronym of DI/OREA), she had followed von Orbsdorff for nearly six years, before Scottie Sorenson had persuaded her to join the CTC. She knew everything about the German foreign minister—where he bought his suits and how much he paid, the address of the apartment where he kept his mistress, why his father had committed suicide before the Nuremberg trials.

“There’s Payne,” Cuddy said. “Watch closely.”

“Meine Damen una Herren …”

The Vice President looked so very small, Caroline thought, as she stood poised behind the podium. Her black hair, cut in a smooth bob to the chin, fluttered in the breeze. She wore a dark red suit—well tailored, the color of blood.

“Interesting speech.” Caroline folded her arms across her chest, as though they might protect her from the coming blast. “Probably not the one she was supposed to give.”

Cuddy did not reply.

And then Sophie Payne lifted her head, distracted by something off camera. A second later, the image rocked, then careened wildly out of focus.

“Veep’s down,” Caroline said, eyes on the screen.

The television camera wheeled to face the Brandenburg Gate. The lens caught a mad stampede of bodies, the opened mouths screaming. Cuddy lowered the volume. “Now watch.”

The film went blank. A pause, and then a helicopter filled the camera, wavering against a slate gray sky. A stretcher swung gracefully upward into its belly.

“That’s Payne?” Caroline leaned forward, frowning. “What exactly happened to her?”

“German liaison is claiming she was shot by a Turkish sniper. They found the guy with a slug in his head from a dead Secret Service agent’s gun.”

“The agent’s dead? Shit.”

“Twenty-eight people are dead, Carrie.” Cuddy said it savagely. “Forget the Veep. Look at the belly of that chopper.”

He picked up the remote and rewound the tape. Again, the helicopter filled the screen.

“Look at the guy at the winch. Everyone’s so focused on the goddamn stretcher they haven’t even noticed.”

Caroline looked. She saw a man with unruly blond hair curling over his black leather jacket. Aviator sunglasses. Powerful shoulders. A thin blade of a nose. Wide lips pinched together in concentration. His hands reached out to steady the swaying stretcher, and with one glimpse of his strong, blunt fingers Caroline knew the truth.

She stumbled out of her chair and fell on her knees by the monitor. Splayed her hands across the screen as though that might bring him home.

The man in the chopper was Eric.




     THREE         
Langley, 8:23 A.M.

Okay so she’s probably not in a hospital.”

Caroline was pacing like a leopard on a short leash, five feet in one direction, five feet in the other. She wanted to run out of the Center, run madly down the hall, run to wherever Eric was at that moment. He’s alive, he’s alive. The bastard is alive.

“Sit down, Caroline,” Cuddy told her. “Someone will notice. We don’t want that to happen.”

She started to speak, started to hurl the anger of wasted years in his face—then sat down abruptly.

“You didn’t know,” he said.

She looked up. “Did you?”

“I wasn’t married to him.”

His bitterness was like a sharp blow. “Do you think I could pretend that he was dead? For two years? Or that Eric would trust me to do it?”

“Eric loved you, Mad Dog.” Cuddy studied a brown stain—coffee, probably—on the carpet at his feet. Unable, now, to meet her eyes. “He trusted you with a lot.”

“Not with his life,” she retorted. “Eric trusted nobody with that.”

They were both silent a moment, the thought of Eric like another person in the room.

“It’d be one hell of a way for a terrorist to get information,” Cuddy said distantly. “To have a wife in the middle of the most sensitive counterterrorism network in the world.”

“You know me better than that.”

“I thought I knew Eric.”

“Stand in line,” she whispered.

“Don’t cry, Mad Dog. It doesn’t suit you.”

He was wrong; she wasn’t going to cry. “Who else knows?” she asked.

Cuddy shrugged. “Can’t say. He looks different. There’s the sunglasses, the longer hair.”

And most of the CTC personnel were fairly new. Their rotations through the Center were at the most two years old. They thought of Eric as a dead hero, one of the stars chiseled sharply on the Agency memorial. There was a good chance he had gone unrecognized.

“Scottie?” she asked.

“We’d have to tell Scottie in any case.”

“He’ll go to Atwood. He’ll have to.”

Cuddy shoved at his glasses impatiently. “What do you want, Caroline? Your husband screwed the entire U.S. government this morning, okay?”

She tore open the door and sped toward the CTC director’s office. Stumbled once on her high heels and swore out loud. It was a testament to the madness of the day that nobody even looked at her.

[image: ]

Scottie’s door was open, but he’d turned off the fluorescent lights. He sat behind his desk in the unnatural gloom—white-haired, hollow-eyed, host to more parasites than medical science had isolated. His face bore a look that Caroline recognized. The look of a case officer alone in the field who knows he has been betrayed.

He was a private man who kept most people at a distance. He had graduated from Yale at a time when Intelligence was still glamorous, and he wore the code of silence like a good English suit—unobtrusive, yet tailored to the man. A string of ex-wives would argue that he was charming—too charming for his own good— and charm had made his career. Scottie’s recruitments were like an exercise in seduction, and the rush of it all—of taking a soul into the dark side of Intelligence— kept him hungry for the field. He loved running agents, loved the dead drops in the deserted parking lots, the midnight surveillance, the unexpected takedowns.

Caroline thought that he had loved Eric.

It was Scottie who had pulled her husband off his first tour—in Kabul, in the middle of the Soviet-Afghan war—and sent him to Beirut. After Beirut it was Athens, where Scottie was Chief of Station. Then Nicosia. Then back to the CTC, where Scottie got the director’s slot and made Eric his deputy. Only to send him to Budapest twenty months later, a decision that Caroline could barely forgive.

Scottie would not be deceived by long hair and sunglasses.

She tapped twice and waited.

His eyes slid over to hers, slid away. “Come in and shut the door.”

She positioned herself squarely between the chief and the vague middle distance he was studying and said, “What are you going to do?”

“You’ve seen the tape?”

“I’ve seen Eric.”

He smiled grimly. Unlike Cuddy, Scottie didn’t bother to question her loyalties. Thirty years in the buttholes of the world, Scottie would have said, had taught him all he needed to know about loyalty. Either Caroline Carmichael was a terrorist mole or she was a victim like the rest of them. That was a question for the Agency polygraphers to answer.

“How fortunate that you never remarried. Any idea, Mrs. Carmichael, what our fair-haired boy is up to?”

“None whatsoever. Did you set this up, Scottie?”

A faint smile. “Now that would have been magnificent. But even I cannot come up with a good reason to snatch Sophie Payne. She’s too short and too intelligent for my taste.”

“Never mind that. Let’s talk about Eric. Why pretend to be dead for more than two years? Why lie to all of us?”

“I don’t know.” He pushed himself away from his desk and stood up. “Only Eric can answer those questions, Caroline, and unfortunately he’s incommunicado at the moment. Our first duty is to find the Vice President. Everything else is homework.”

He was right, of course; Payne’s life hung in the balance. The small matter of a dead man’s resurrection would have to be ignored for a time.

“It seems fairly obvious that she’s not in a German hospital,” Caroline said.

Scottie shrugged himself into his suit jacket. He favored glen plaid, like a latter-day Duke of Windsor; he must own twenty variations on the theme. “The White House is beginning to realize that, too. None of the Berlin facilities has admitted her. President Bigelow is screaming for information, and the Germans are giving him squat.”

“Did you hear Payne’s speech?”

“I imagine we’ll hear it ad nauseam before the day is out. It was impolitic, under the circumstances, but hardly enough to spark a kidnapping. I’ve watched the footage over and over, Caroline. The bombing, the confusion, the medevac chopper—it all took about nine minutes. That argues a fair amount of sophistication and planning. We’re dealing with professionals.”

“Of course,” she replied. “But which ones?”

He held her gaze. “If you don’t know, then I’m certainly not going to guess.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Well, Caroline, you were married to him. You tell me. Of all the terrorist groups Eric worked, whom did he want to screw the most? Because he’s obviously jumped into bed with somebody.”

“Christ,” she muttered. “I hope to God it’s not 30 April.”

“I doubt he’d still be alive if it were.” The statement was hard. “Krucevic and his kind taste betrayal in their mother’s milk. They’d have blown Eric’s cover inside of three minutes and killed him in three and a half.”

“He’s our only lead, Scottie. To the Vice President. You realize what that means?”

“He’s a killer, Caroline, and he’s out in the cold. Dare Atwood has asked for a briefing. I’m due right now on the seventh floor.”

“You have to tell her about Eric.” It was half statement, half question; Caroline dreaded the answer.

“I was hoping you might do that,” Scottie said.




         FOUR         
Langley, 8:40 A.M.

SO WHAT AM I SUPPOSED TO BELIEVE, ERIC? Tell me that.

Caroline follows Scottie’s elegant back through the broad corridors connecting New Headquarters with Old. The walls here are mostly glass. The space is arranged as a museum. She inventories pieces of the Berlin Wall and OSS radio transmitters without seeing them. What am I supposed to think? That you’re a hero, or a traitor to the cause? A madman or a savior? What’s the story this time, Eric?

She has been here before. She knows this tight place between reason and heartache as well as she knows the contours of her bed. Words of caution clamor in her brain, and once—for Eric—she would have flung them to the four winds. But now there is her training to think of. Her position within the Intelligence community. All the professionalism that is expected of her. And what the hell does she owe the bastard, anyway? Two and a half years, Eric. Alive. And not one word.

Their heels echo on the scarred linoleum, then are swallowed in the rush of other feet thudding from corridor to corridor. The halls of espionage are awash with bureaucrats, with Case Officers and Managers, Technicians and Administrators. Caroline is an Analyst, and has been for years. Well before the word was a job title.

When she considers her life—when she attempts to picture it—she sees a loop of unbroken thought, coiled like a strand of DNA. She is comfortable in her head. She observes and judges from a distance. It is a talent she was born with, one that earns her a living. Now work reinforces nature—or perhaps it is nature alone that determines the structure of her days, the cubicle in which she sits, the green light of the Intelligence cables flickering softly in the filtered air. Her Agency job is somehow inevitable, a genetic predestination.

Every day she slips off the George Washington Parkway and slides behind the safe shelter of her desk. She flips on her computer. She downloads the truth. She follows an account, which means she tracks 30 April through the wilderness of news flashes, clandestine reports, transcripts of illicit conversation beamed down from satellites orbiting in space. She follows the shadow of a beast unseen and attempts to describe its height and color. She briefs the Policy-makers—she tells them what has been and what might be—and they trust her enough to listen. Caroline has earned a reputation for reliability. And when the Policy-makers award her their respectful silence—when they gaze at her steadily, hanging on every word—Caroline glows with a sense of triumph. What the Policy-makers do with her information is their own affair. Her job is beyond policy. She is the High Priestess of Reason, she lives in Objective Thought. It is the deepest safety she has ever known.

Reason can be trusted, reason doesn’t let you down. Reason won’t leave you grieving without so much as a postcard.

In Caroline’s life, betrayal has always come from what she cannot control.

“You have a very high analytic,” her Agency interviewer had said as he flipped through her application all those years ago, “and the introversion is practically off the charts.”

“High analytic?” Caroline repeated. “Is that good?”

He looked up from the file, dark eyes accusing. He was in his late thirties and might possibly have been attractive once, but was running now to fat. His wedding band was smudged, his tie soiled; he smelled mustily of failure. He told her his name, and she assumed that he lied. She decided to call him George.

“Find the company of strangers utterly draining? Parties exhausting? Do you often stay home, in fact, at the last minute?”

“Sometimes. What has that got to do with the job?”

The office had been part of a square and featureless building on the outskirts of Vienna, Virginia. She sat before George’s desk, her skirt suddenly too short for comfort, uncertain what to do with her knees. She was waiting for the bus to the polygraph center, where it was rumored that three applicants were dismissed for every one who survived. In the past ten months, the FBI had unearthed every drama of her college years, every friend she could claim, every joint she might regret. She was twenty-three and on the verge of security clearance. Only the box and the wire, the unconscious guilt that might trip her up, lay between her and the job.

“You’re an INTJ, Ms. Bisby,” said George.

This was well before Eric and the name she assumed like an official alias; well before Mad Dog came howling from the underbrush.

“Only four percent of the general population fall into that category. But it’s heavily represented among Agency analysts. Almost thirty percent, in fact. You’ve found your way home. Congratulations.”

“INTJ?”

“Just a classification. In the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. It means you’re rational rather than emotional; that you make swift judgments; that you prefer to work in quiet and solitude.” The murky eyes slid away from her own. “More comfortable, perhaps, with ideas than people, Ms. Bisby It’s not a criticism. Just the classic description of an Intelligence analyst. Your ticket to the job.”

“I see,” Caroline replied. “So that’s a good thing, right?”
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Now Scottie is pushing the button for the elevator and Caroline is trying not to replay in her mind that piece of German videotape, Eric’s head emerging from the chopper like a fox from its den. Beside her, Cuddy Wilmot rocks on his worn heels, his hands shoved into his pockets. He has retrieved his polyester tie from his desk drawer and scrounged a suit jacket from a friend. It hangs unevenly above his wrinkled khaki pants. Caroline is aware of Cuddy’s unspoken sympathy; it clings to him like sweat. But he says nothing. She folds her hands over her stomach and studies the panel of lights above the elevator, tracking the descent.

What hooks everybody is the information, the vanished George confides in her ear. Satellite intercepts, foreign news translations, classified reports from controlled agents—more pieces of the puzzle than you ever knew existed, delivered to your desktop with the tap of a finger. Access, Ms. Bisby. Access gets the High Analytics every time.

There is such a thing, Caroline might reply, as knowing too much. As drowning in all the data the world flings at you.

Eric, she thinks, how the fuck could you do this to me?
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When they entered the room, Darien Atwood was gazing through the rain-spattered window at the belt of trees dividing the Agency campus from the George Washington Parkway. Caroline registered beeches and maples, a preponderance of pin oak. The branches wavered and dissolved in sheets of chilling rain. The DCI ignored the three of them, as though concluding some kind of mental conversation; and so they approached her desk in silence, lowly supplicants before an altar. Scottie reached a furtive hand to his perfectly knotted tie.

Caroline had known Dare Atwood for eleven years. Well before she was DCI, Dare had managed the regional office in which Caroline cut her analytic teeth. Despite the gap in their ages, they were fellow travelers: smart women impatient with mediocrity, demanding of themselves and everyone around them. Dare’s progress through the bureaucratic ranks—her ascension to the Senior Intelligence Service and, eventually, to the post of Director of Central Intelligence—had placed a natural distance between them; but if Caroline possessed a mentor in the clandestine world, it was Dare.

She was familiar, through long association, with the small personal tics that betrayed Dare’s feelings. She studied the DCI’s rigid back and saw that she was enraged.

Dare was a tall woman with a face as lined as a wind-fallen apple. Her black wool dress could have graced a Shaker; her smooth gray hair resembled Joan of Arc’s. Her heels were never more than two inches high. She fairly screamed a capable practicality; in another century, she would have commanded a boarding school for young ladies, or ruled a kingdom through the convenience of a husband. The DCI permitted herself two luxuries: a wardrobe of brilliantly colored Hermès scarves purchased through the years in Paris, and a deep topaz stone, cut in a cabochon, that she wore on her middle finger. They seemed revelations of an interior life far richer than her appearance inferred.

Like Caroline, Dare was born an analyst. She, too, was a High Priestess of Reason. Caroline realized she was depending upon that fact this November morning. Dare would find a way out of Eric’s labyrinth. It was just a question of time.

“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon in Central Europe,” Dare said to the rain beyond her window. “Berlin was hit at twelve. They’ve had three hours to get out of the country.”

“In a helicopter,” Cuddy Wilmot amended. “That means they could be anywhere.”

“If they’re intelligent, they’ll have ditched the chopper within minutes and switched to cars.” Scottie’s voice was dismissive; they all knew that Eric was intelligent. “They’ll assume a few hours’ lead time while the dust settles and we’re confused about the Vice President’s whereabouts. But at this point, the chopper’s a dead end.”

“Assume they’re in a car, then,” Dare said impatiently. “Headed where? Toward Switzerland or Poland?”

She was looking now at Scottie, her back to the streaming trees, her arms folded tightly across her chest. Rage, still, in every line of her body; rage completely contained. Toward Eric? The situation? Or Caroline?

“They could’ve gone to ground in Germany,” Scottie told her. “Even in Berlin, there are a thousand places they might be hidden.”

“Not with the entire Voekl security force on the loose.” The impatience was scathing now, a personal slap. Dare despised easy answers. “You’ve seen CNN. The men in black are turning Berlin upside-down.”

“If I’d gone to the trouble to stage that medevac rescue,” Caroline said, “it’d be for one reason—to divert attention, and buy time. Then I’d get the hell out of Dodge before the borders closed.”

“So you’re betting on Eastern Europe.” Dare could have added, Where Eric knows the roads. The thought, unspoken, hovered over all their heads.

“We have no way of knowing where they’ve gone,” Scottie objected, “until we know who they are.”

“Then let’s hear an educated guess,” the Director snapped. “It’s what we’re paid for.”

“The German police are claiming that the bomb was set by gastarbeiters,” Cuddy said tentatively, “the legal aliens Chancellor Voekl wants to send back to Turkey.”

“I’ve seen that report. It’s bullshit.” Dare gripped the edge of her desk and eyed the three of them. “Sophie Payne was not kidnapped by a bunch of disaffected gastarbeiters. At this point, the U.S. is the only friend those people have. They’d be mad to strike against us.”

“The Turks make a convenient scapegoat for the Voekl regime,” Caroline pointed out. “So convenient, I’d almost believe Fritz Voekl ordered the hit himself.”

“Then he should have done it before Payne opened her mouth.” Scottie frowned. “That speech can only have been an embarrassment to him.”

“Incitement to riot, in fact,” Dare agreed. “Next, the Germans will say the Veep brought this whole mess on herself. Then they’ll send us a bill for the Brandenburg.” She twisted the topaz on her finger. “So what are we left with?”

“A presumed-dead case officer on the wrong side of the law.” Scottie, Caroline noticed, was avoiding her eye. The man possessed depths of sensitivity long untapped.

“And with whom is the case officer cavorting?” Dare asked. “Any ideas, Caroline?”

Too many, in fact. I am drowning in Access. The plane disintegrating, the children like candy wrappers in the up-drafts over Turkey—Eric, how the fuck could you do this to me? Access, Ms. Bisby Gets the High Analytics every time. Never mind the man like a fox in his den. Assemble the facts. Marshal your arguments. Analyze.

“Eric worked a number of terrorist targets over the years,” she told Dare. “The PFLP-GC. Abu Nidal. And right at the end, Bin Laden. But he was obsessed with only one—the 30 April Organization.”

“Thirty April.” The DCI traced an intricate pattern on her dark green blotter. “An East European terrorist group with acknowledged hostilities toward the United States. Neo-fascists, reactionary extremists, the type who hate to see women in power.”

“Sophie Payne and her liberal agenda would push all their buttons.”

“Not my first choice for the Vice President, Caroline.” Dare’s voice was harsh. “They’re certifiable.”

“And perfectly capable of pulling off this morning’s hit. Ever since the NATO intervention in Kosovo, they’ve been looking for a way to hurt us.”

“Scottie, what account was Eric working in Budapest?” Dare asked.

“At the time of his death—or what we thought was his death—he was Chief of Station.”

“In other words,” Caroline said, “he wasn’t supposed to be working anything.”

“Serving more in the role of grand coordinator of everyone else’s targeting, is that it?”

“Eric never really took to management,” Scottie admitted apologetically. “He couldn’t give up the field, Dare. He thought 30 April was too difficult a target for junior CO’s. So he tried to recruit within the organization himself.”

“And did he succeed?”

The Counterterrorism chief hesitated. “I believe he was closer to penetrating them than we’d ever been before.”

Dare took a turn around the room, thinking it through. “Thirty April bombed a plane that Eric Carmichael was supposed to be on. Is that why the plane went down? Because Eric was on the passenger list? It seems a bit excessive, killing two hundred and fifty–plus people in order to get one man—but we know that Krucevic’s boys are a law unto themselves.”

“Or …” Scottie said delicately.

“Or Eric Carmichael was working with 30 April well before MedAir 901, and got the bomb on that plane himself. Again, a bit over the top as a means of declaring oneself dead—but who’s to argue with the irrational?”

Involuntarily, Caroline shook her head.

“You don’t think so?” the DCI challenged. “How much did you know about your husband’s work in Budapest, Carrie?”

I knew about silence. I knew withdrawal. The shrouded figure in the bed each morning, the retching over the porcelain bowl.

“Very little,” she replied evenly. “Eric was always discreet about operational matters.”

“Even with his wife?” The DCI was incredulous.

It was what they all expected, Caroline thought, this collusion of marriage. No possible way to excuse her ignorance. She watched them thinking: What kind of wife were you, anyway?

“Eric always protected me,” she attempted. “He told me nothing. I was the person most at risk besides himself.”

Dare snorted. “Risk! You knew what you were getting into when you married him, Carrie. There were always several Eric Carmichaels. It was a crapshoot which would surface on any given day.”

“Of course.” Caroline bit down on the edge of anger, managed to suggest calm. “Eric was trained to live a lie. That’s what case officers do. And if you’re good at your job—if you work the hard targets—the lies start to seem like the only truth you’ve got.”

“Hear, hear,” Scottie murmured ironically.

Caroline ignored him. “Thirty April operates out of Central Europe. It was clear Eric and I had been sent to Budapest for that reason. Of course I put two and two together. But I never knew how close Eric had gotten to them. And when he was killed, I thought he’d failed.”

“And rather spectacularly, at that.” Dare’s tone was brisk. “How encouraging to learn instead that he succeeded in penetrating the bastards. Now if we only knew why.”

“He wasn’t on MedAir 901 when it blew up, obviously. I can’t tell you why. I don’t know.” Her voice rose—was she defending Eric? Or herself? “I don’t know how he came to be in Berlin this morning. But I do know that Eric Carmichael had a visceral hatred for terrorists and for 30 April in particular. He would never adopt their methods.”

“We saw him today in that chopper, Mad Dog, kidnapping the Vice President of the United States.”

It was unlike Cuddy to lash her so brutally; he was an analyst, too, he lived by his objectivity. But the anger in his voice was entirely personal. Eric’s defection had rocked Cuddy’s world.

“Isn’t it just possible that once Eric discovered his plane was hit—that he was officially dead—he decided to stay that way? That he infiltrated 30 April in order to nail them for MedAir 901?”

“Caroline,” Scottie said quietly.

But she persisted. “For all we know, he showed himself to us deliberately this morning. What if it was the clearest message he could send? You’ve got a guy on the inside.”

“Whom we wouldn’t need if he’d done his job in the first place!” Cuddy again, brittle with exasperation.

“We can’t know what Eric is doing,” Scottie declared, “or what he might have done two years ago. Whether he thinks he’s operating under deep cover or not, the truth is, he’s gone completely AWOL. He’s committed an act of terrorism against the U.S. government. Twenty-eight people died this morning. Seven more are in critical condition. Our Veep is missing. We can’t cover him on this one, Carrie.”

“A guy on the inside,” Dare repeated thoughtfully. “Have you considered what President Bigelow is going to say when he learns there was a CIA case officer on that chopper?”

Caroline looked at Scottie. The Terrorism chief did not immediately reply. He merely studied his Director with a frank expression of bemusement, the one he reserved for particularly boring dinner partners. It was obvious that the President would have all their asses in a sling.

“We’ll be stripped to our shorts and whipped out of town,” Dare informed them succinctly. “We’ll be hauled before a Congressional investigation to explain something none of us understands. We’ll be—”

“Ridiculed and pissed on by every son of a bitch inside the Beltway,” Scottie concluded.

“And we’ll be shut out of the Payne investigation.” Caroline’s voice was tight. “When, at the moment, we’re the only ones with a lead.”

“We’ve got no choice,” Cuddy Wilmot protested.

“Haven’t we?” Dare shot back. “Think what you’re saying, Wilmot. None of us will be immune when the press gets their knives out. Everything will be distorted: Eric’s history, our investigation of MedAir 901, all your work for the past two and a half bloody years. All our efforts to save lives and put these psychos behind bars. Crucified before a television audience of two hundred million.”

“And meanwhile,” Caroline said, “Sophie Payne is still out there. Trying to get home.”

“That German footage?” Dare asked. “Is it being shown on CNN?”

“Yes.” Scottie reached into his breast pocket for cigarettes, although he had quit smoking months ago. “And probably the other networks as well.”

Dare’s dark blue eyes locked on to Caroline’s. “How recognizable is your Eric?”

As a fox in a den, as a shroud among the living. The scent of lemons in the unquiet dark —

She did not quite answer the question. “When the FBI realizes that Payne has been kidnapped, they’ll shove that tape under a microscope.”

“They won’t be looking for a dead man.” The DCI spoke with decision; she had weighed the options and jumped. “We have no choice but to stand behind Eric Carmichael. He’s our curse and our gift. We blow his cover and we blow our own. But if we let him run for a bit—and follow where he leads—maybe we can salvage something from this travesty.”

“You’re suggesting … a cover-up.” The lack of emotion in Scottie’s voice betrayed his shock.

“I’m suggesting we admit the truth,” Dare replied. “With the quality of the videotape and the chaos in the square, which of us can be certain what we saw? Eric Carmichael—or a man who simply looks like him? It would be foolhardy in the extreme to say anything to anyone—much less the President—without more proof.”

“And foolhardy not to follow every lead,” Caroline added.

Dare nodded once. “Right.”

Cuddy Wilmot shifted uneasily in his chair and studied his hands. Caroline kept her face expressionless and her hope tamped down. Hope for what, exactly? Eric’s redemption? He wouldn’t thank me.

Scottie steepled his graceful fingers and affected an air of candor. “Forgive me, Director, but I must object. Anything short of Eric Carmichael’s immediate disavowal is far too dangerous, for ourselves and the Intelligence community.”

“We live in a dangerous world, friend.”

“Do you realize what you’re asking?” Scottie straightened in his chair and assumed the look of wounded dignity he usually reserved for Congressional Oversight. “You’re asking us to lie.”

“I am asking you to do exactly what you pledge to do every day of your lives,” Dare told him crisply. “Disclose information on a need-to-know basis. Right now, Scottie, nobody needs to know about Eric Carmichael.”

He opened his mouth; she raised one hand, as if under oath.

“I may think entirely differently in a few days. Events may so order themselves that a rapid disclosure is inevitable. But I see no reason to rush to judgment now. In fact, I think such a course would prove injurious to the kidnapping investigation and, ultimately, to the survival of the Vice President.”

“You’re serious.”

“Never more so.” She held his gaze. “But I need your commitment, Scottie.”

“Or my resignation. Jesus!”

“You won’t resign. You wouldn’t throw that woman to the dogs and walk away.”

“But neither do I intend to go to prison. Not for you, Director Atwood, and certainly not for Eric Carmichael!”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.” There was a trace of amusement in Dare’s voice. “Give me three days, Scottie. No more. Seventy-two hours of effort behind the scenes. State and FBI will head up the investigation, of course—and we’ll be expected to scour the world for information. We’ll try our damnedest to figure out where the Veep is and how to reach her. And we’ll support the President in every possible way—short of full disclosure. Full disclosure gets us all screwed. And Payne dead.”

Dare had deliberately raised the ante. No one wanted to be responsible for the Vice President’s death. Caroline felt a spark of admiration for the DCI; Scottie was silenced, Cuddy Wilmot overwhelmed. Dare had the guts to manipulate them all. But Caroline clung to her line like a drowning woman.

“For the moment,” the DCI concluded, “we keep all knowledge of Eric Carmichael’s survival completely to ourselves. Not one word of what has passed here is to leave this office. End of discussion.”





This book is dedicated with love to Rafe Sagalyn,
literary agent and friend,
who made me write it;

and to Barbara, the original Mad Dog.
I’d never have survived the Farm without you.
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