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PROLOGUE

2002

MICHAEL ROSE approached the security checkpoint inside Dulles airport. Six months ago he’d been promoted to chief financial officer of Trafalgar Industries, a publicly traded conglomerate based in northern Virginia, and he was headed to London for a week of meetings with the company’s European executive team. It was his second trip to London since being promoted. This time he was bringing Sheila, his wife. She was going to shop and relax, live the good life while he worked.

He sighed. At least the line at the checkpoint wasn’t too long.

“This is ridiculous,” Sheila muttered, removing her belt and bracelets, placing them in a gray plastic tub beside her purse. “Do I really look like a terrorist?”

“Shoes, too, ma’am.”

Sheila glared at the TSA agent behind the table. “Shoes?”

“People can hide things in the soles,” Rose explained, slipping off his black loafers. The World Trade Center towers had tumbled down a year ago, but Sheila hadn’t been on a plane since then. She hadn’t experienced the new security procedures. “Just do it, honey.”

“I don’t want to do it.”

Rose grinned. Without her heels Sheila was barely five feet tall, and he knew she had a complex about her height. That was the real problem here. Sometimes she even wore heels around the house. “Come on.”

“You think it’s funny that I’m short,” she snapped, pulling the heels off and dropping them in the container. “Gives you a big laugh, doesn’t it?”

Rose’s smile faded. Lately, this was typical. He was hoping the trip would help patch things up, but it wasn’t starting off very well.

“Next.” The TSA agent on the other side of the metal detector waved Rose ahead once Sheila had passed through. “Let’s go.”

Rose held up his boarding pass.

“Let me see that,” said the agent, snatching it out of his hands.

Rose almost said something, but held back. The guy was probably having a bad day or had a long shift ahead of him. No reason to escalate anything. Just get to the gate, he thought to himself. Always keep your focus on the primary objective. Never let your emotions get in the way.

“Step over there.” The agent nodded at an area off to the side where three other TSA people were standing, arms crossed over their chests.

“What’s the problem?” Rose asked.

“Just do what I tell you.”

Rose stared at the man for a few moments, tempted again. But again he refrained and walked to where the other agents were.

One of the men pointed at a chair against the wall. “Have a seat.”

As Rose sat down, he saw Sheila being led off to another inspection area. They hadn’t let her pass right through, either. Well, if they weren’t out of here soon, she was going to lose it. That was his bet. Patience wasn’t part of her personal dictionary. “Sir?” Rose tried to get the attention of one of the TSA people. They were talking about the Redskins football game played over the weekend. “Sir?”

The man who had directed Rose to the chair looked over at him. “What do you want?”

“My flight leaves in a half hour. I really need to—”

“We’ll get to you when we’re ready.”

“Yes, but—”

“That’s enough,” said the agent sharply. “Next time get here earlier.”

Rose leaned back in the chair, doing a slow burn. At least he and Sheila could finally agree on something. This was ridiculous.

Ten minutes passed. The security agents still hadn’t given him any explanation about the delay. The three men who’d been talking when he first sat down had moved off, and now a woman was watching him. Rose glanced at Sheila. She was still sitting in a chair as well, talking loudly to the agent that was watching her, waving her arms. This was turning into a nightmare.

Rose stood up. The plane was pulling back from the gate in fifteen minutes. If they didn’t get out of here now, they wouldn’t make the flight.

“Sit down, sir,” the agent who was watching him ordered sternly. “Right now.”

“I’m going to miss my plane,” Rose said calmly. “I’m going to Europe. I’ve got to be at a meeting in the—”

“I told you to sit down,” the agent said loudly, striding toward Rose. “Do it now.”

“Would you please just tell me what’s going on?”

“All right, that’s it.” The agent waved to several men who were posted by one of the metal detectors. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

“What? Are you crazy? I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Seconds later Rose was pushed face-first to the wall by three burly agents. They cuffed his wrists tightly behind his back, then hustled him off toward the ticket counters.
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Present Day

“MY GOD,” Rose murmured. He’d been off in another world, thinking about that day five years ago when he and Sheila had been arrested at Dulles airport. Thinking about how deeply it had affected his life, how it had shaken his faith in his government. How it had taken a year to get to the truth behind what had happened. “Amazing.”

David Cortez glanced up, following his boss’s line of sight. Cortez had been about to pick up his beer off the smooth, dark-wood bar but stopped with the chilled glass halfway to his lips. “Jesus,” he said softly with a hint of a Cuban accent.

Rose tried not to stare, but he couldn’t help himself. He’d spent an entire career keeping his nose an inch from the grindstone, doing the right thing, shunning the temptations that were constantly swirling around him as he climbed higher and higher on Trafalgar’s corporate ladder. Now, in an instant, this. “She’s perfect.”

“Yeah, she is,” Cortez agreed.

The young woman sat on a tall stool on the other side of the bar, a glass of champagne on the napkin in front of her. She was keeping two young professionals in sharp suits and bright ties occupied without even trying. Both of them were doing everything but juggling to get her attention, but she was playing them off against each other beautifully. Touching their arms lightly, smiling at them demurely with her full, glossy lips. It was an incredible smile. She was an incredible woman.

“I need to meet her.”

Cortez turned toward Rose. “Easy, Mike,” he warned. They’d worked together since Rose had been promoted to chief financial officer, and they’d gotten close after a lot of late nights at the office. After a lot of Chinese takeout, a lot of black coffee, a lot of good-nights to the kids over the phone. And a lot of guilt. More than anyone else, Cortez knew how vulnerable Rose was right now. “We’re almost to the finish line, we’ve gotta stay focused.”

But Rose kept staring. Mid to late twenties, he guessed. Old enough to be worldly, young enough to be impressionable. Not from or with money, either. From where he sat, that engagement diamond on her left hand looked like a microchip—less than a third of a carat, probably closer to a quarter—and her low-cut blouse was straight off a rounder rack at Sears. He watched as the man who he assumed was her husband cut aggressively between the two professionals and kissed her. Watched her react with a kiss of familiarity. A kiss devoid of passion. Watched the two suitors fade into the crowd, disappointment etched into their expressions. Then felt disappointment sink into his own chest. Which was surprising, and frightening, for several reasons.

“Yeah,” Rose agreed quietly. He’d heard about this happening, everyone had—the lightning bolt—he’d just never thought it could strike him. Especially now when he was on the lookout for it. “I guess you’re right.”

Then it happened: They caught each other’s gaze, and it momentarily paralyzed him. Her eyes were like lasers cutting through the cigar smoke, low light, and noise. Sparkling beams the color of Caribbean water on a postcard locking onto him and not letting him go, blacking out everything else around them. Rose was the number two executive at Trafalgar Industries, chief financial officer of one of the biggest companies in the world, a corporate superstar at forty-three. But suddenly he felt like an awkward, pimply kid at a high school dance. She was even more attractive than he’d first thought, and not just physically. She had a startling genuineness about her that shone through the potent sexuality. It was a one-two combination he’d never encountered, and he was back on his heels. God, what a risk this would be.

Cortez touched Rose’s arm. “Mike.”

Rose put his elbows on the bar, covered his face with his hands and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, wondering where Sheila was. When he’d called home an hour ago, the au pair had told him that his wife had left the house at noon but hadn’t been back or called since. He checked his watch: eight o’clock. Maybe it was finally time to hire a private detective.

“Mike.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Rose glanced across the bar, but the young woman and her husband were gone, presumably headed into the adjoining Morton’s Restaurant, one of the best steak houses in northern Virginia. He looked over at Cortez. “You committed to this acquisition, David? You committed to getting CIS?”

Cortez nodded.

“A hundred percent?”

“Absolutely, Mike.”

Rose nodded encouragingly, trying to shake the image of the woman from his mind. But that was impossible.
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“THIS ACQUISITION CAN’T HAPPEN.”

Bill Granger was the chief executive of Computer Information Systems. CIS was a multibillion-dollar information technology company headquartered in Washington, DC, with offices all over the world. “When we started out six years ago,” he said, “you promised me I’d never have to worry about a hostile takeover, never have to worry about CIS being a target. What the hell am I going to do about—”

“Enough.” Peter Beck glanced out the fifth floor window toward the Capitol in the distance, its bone-white dome starkly illuminated against a cold and starless February night. Beck was executive director of The Fourth Order of Immunity—the I-4 as insiders called it. He had infinitely more to lose in all of this than did Granger, so he had no sympathy for the other man. Hell, he could end up dead just by making this trip, just by sticking his head out. He was a creature of the underground—literally—and he felt vulnerable in the open. Granger didn’t have to worry about it; not yet, anyway. “Suck it up.”

“Suck it up? Are you kidding me?” Granger’s expression twisted violently. “This guy Michael Rose is a pit bull on steroids, Peter. If Trafalgar buys us, the entire operation is at risk. Rose will figure out what we’re up to, believe me. And the money trails? They lead straight to you, straight to whatever the hell you do with all that information Spyder gins up. Might take Rose a few months to sniff it out, but he’ll get to the bottom of it, you can bank on that. Then all bets are off. At that point, everything blows up, and you and I have to answer to—”

“I know, I know.” Beck grimaced, thinking about that nightmare. “Look, I don’t know for sure this thing is going down yet. All I’ve gotten so far from my network is a few whispers about Rose making moves behind the scenes. He still has a lot of hoops to jump through if he and Trafalgar are going to get CIS. He doesn’t even have approval from his own directors yet.”

“When’s the board meeting?” Granger asked. “Next week, right?”

Beck bit his lip. “Tomorrow. They moved it up.”

Granger shivered, visibly shaken by the news. “Do we have people who’ll help us in that meeting?”

“Oh, yeah,” Beck answered confidently, though he wasn’t confident at all. “After tomorrow, Michael Rose will be dead in the water. Then we can all take a deep breath and get back to normal.”

Granger leaned forward and ran a hand over his bald head. “I hope you’re right, Peter, because I’m telling you, Rose is like a freight train without brakes on the downhill side of a mountain. Your people did the psychoanalysis, and I read the report. You can’t stop him once he’s ID’d a target.”

Beck’s eyes narrowed. “I can stop anyone.”
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SHEILA ROSE raced along Georgetown Pike in her silver Mercedes. Raced through the darkness toward the small, upscale town of Great Falls, twenty miles west of downtown Washington, DC. Twisting and turning along the narrow road through the thick woods just south of the Potomac River as fast as she dared. Praying she wouldn’t spin out of control on one of the small ice patches left behind by the snowstorm that had passed through the mid-Atlantic the other day. She had to get home before Mike did. He’d worked his fingers to the bone for the last two decades so that they could live in one of the nicest homes in one of the nicest areas of northern Virginia. She ought to care about that, ought to at least appreciate his dedication—but she didn’t. All she wanted at this point in her life was excitement. Something Mike didn’t seem to care about. At least, not when it came to her.

Which was why she’d started seeing Johnny Sykes. A bartender, for Christ’s sake, and only thirty-one at that. Johnny liked to drink, do cocaine, and, when he wasn’t tripping, have sex anywhere and everywhere. They’d done it in the backseat of his vintage Mustang in the National Cathedral parking lot, in the basement of the Capitol, in a closet at the bar where he worked in Georgetown. All places they could have easily been caught, which made it infinitely more exciting. She and Mike had never done it anywhere but a bedroom behind a locked door.

Johnny was an animal, she knew. His idea of being responsible was making certain he’d saved enough in tips by Thursday night to buy two eight-balls for the weekend, and he had absolutely no ambition. In fact, he’d told her that he thought ambition was the root of all evil. He lived life only for the moment, on the edge, and she couldn’t get enough of it.

Mike was at the opposite end of the responsibility spectrum. Hell, he was the other end of it. A straight arrow blinded by ambition arising from some deep-seated insecurity he’d never shared with her. A man who was always thinking about what was at the top of the mountain, not what was on the trail in front of him. He’d have a glass or two of wine with dinner on the weekends, but rarely drank during the week. And it seemed like even when he was relaxing, he was working. Reading those endless corporate reports and charts as they sat by the country club pool or when they went on vacations. But she would have taken a Motel 6 in Ocean City if he could have left his ambition at the office for a week to focus on her. Just her.

She smiled as she steered the Mercedes through a sharp turn then over a bridge and a small frozen creek. Johnny. God, he was so hot. That wild, untamed look. That thick, wavy hair that fell to his broad shoulders, those rugged facial features, those muscles everywhere. He looked like the Marlboro Man, all the way up to the Stetson and down to the alligator boots he’d worn this afternoon as they’d strolled arm-in-arm on the mall toward the Washington Monument, doing spoon tips of cocaine from a cellophane bag he had stashed in his overcoat.

Mike was good-looking, too. Very good looking. But in that carefully groomed, buttoned-up military way. Other wives at the country club thought he was dreamy, a prize. She overheard them using those exact words, caught them stealing sidelong glances from behind her sunglasses as she reclined next to him at the pool while he pored over his damn Trafalgar reports. But she was no longer drawn to or impressed by his fighter-pilot-looks and in-charge demeanor the way she had been when she was young. She wanted someone wild, someone who was all into her. She wanted Johnny.

Sheila braked hard entering another tight turn, just as a car was coming the other way. She closed her eyes momentarily and squeezed the steering wheel like she was holding on for dear life as the other car flashed past, very close. The road was so damn narrow.

When the car was gone and the road straightened out, she let out a relieved breath, thinking about what she’d stumbled onto at the house. It was definitely something she should tell Mike about, something suspicious, something that might actually be dangerous. Of course, he might think she was crazy, too. Might think she was being irrational, which he always accused her of. Which aggravated her so much. Besides, it wasn’t like she cared about him anymore. She could barely stand being in the same room with him. For all intents and purposes, they’d reached the end of the line. That was it, she thought to herself. She’d finally made the decision. She’d call the lawyer next week.

Sheila spotted the headlights of another oncoming car as the Mercedes crested the top of a long, steep hill. She squinted and held one hand up to her eyes as she headed down and the cars closed in on each other, expecting the other driver to dim his high beams. Instead, the oncoming car suddenly swerved into her lane. She screamed and wrenched the steering wheel to the right to avoid a head-on collision and for several terrifying seconds the Mercedes’ right tires hung on the edge of a forty-foot embankment as the other car flew past, inches from her door. Then the back end went out, Sheila lost control and the Mercedes hurtled down the ravine, tumbling over and over through the snow until it slammed into a tree and came to rest upside down.

The other driver skidded to a stop in the middle of the lonely, darkened road, jumped out of the car and sprinted back to the wreck.
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“HAVE A DRINK, MIKE.” Cortez didn’t wait for an answer, just signaled to the bartender, who came right over. “He’ll have Shiraz,” Cortez said, gesturing at Rose. “Best you got by the glass.”

Rose had been drinking club soda since they’d gotten here. “No, no, David, I can’t. We’ve got to get back to the office in a little while to—”

“Don’t listen to him,” Cortez said to the bartender, flashing an engaging grin. “Just bring it.”

Rose chuckled as the bartender turned away. Cortez had become his best friend over the last few years. Not out of choice, out of circumstance—because there wasn’t time to have anything other than casual acquaintances outside of work, and he’d lost touch with his college crew years ago. But that was okay, Cortez was a good man, honest as they came. He was the son of a Cuban immigrant who’d been picked up by a Coast Guard cutter forty years ago somewhere south of Key West, bobbing up and down in a leaky wooden rowboat—the only one of seven on the craft still alive. Cortez was short and stocky with mahogany eyes, puffy, dimpled cheeks, and wavy, jet-black hair combed straight back and doused with mousse. He was slightly overweight, ten years younger than Rose at thirty-three, just as driven but not so obsessed with success that he didn’t respect his superiors. Rose couldn’t have asked for a better right-hand man. Together, they’d made twelve acquisitions over the last five years, taken Trafalgar from obscurity to the Fortune 100, wooed Wall Street’s best analysts, and made the company’s shareholders ecstatic as the stock price climbed and climbed—even during times when the overall market had stumbled.

Cortez raised his beer and touched it to the wineglass after the bartender put it down in front of Rose. “Here’s to the board meeting tomorrow, Mike. Here’s to getting the go-ahead on CIS.”

“We’ll get it,” said Rose confidently, picking up the glass and swirling the Shiraz around.

Truth be known, Rose enjoyed a good glass of wine. Would have enjoyed several, could have downed a whole bottle himself tonight. Liked beer as well, and loved a good scotch. Had been something of a wild man in college at the University of North Carolina, one of the biggest drinkers in his fraternity. But all that had ended at graduation. He’d flipped on the ambition switch the moment his fingers closed around his diploma that muggy May morning in Chapel Hill.

But he had to admit to himself that it was a struggle every day to maintain focus. Not to take his hands off the wheel every once in a while to have some real fun. He’d been able to keep himself out of bad situations for more than twenty years, but he knew if that certain fuse was lit, everything he’d been working so hard to achieve might go up in flames. Which was why the young woman sitting on the other side of the bar had scared him to the center of his soul. He’d known from the moment he’d laid eyes on her that she could be the spark. And they’d even warned him to watch out for her, or someone like her. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder.

“What does Freese say?” Cortez asked. “Has he talked to anybody on the board?”

Colin Freese was Trafalgar’s CEO. A Brit who was more of a figurehead than anything. He was constantly off doing something exotic—climbing Mount Everest, marlin fishing off Costa Rica, hunting red stag in the Argonne Forest. Which was fine with Rose. That disengagement gave him immense freedom.

“He said one of the board members was raising a stink,” answered Rose. Two weeks ago, he and Cortez had sent out a presentation to the entire board of directors labeled “Project No-Warning,” which detailed the proposed acquisition of CIS. “Said the guy pissed all over what we sent out. Said he was popping off about how we had no business buying an information technology firm. That we needed to stick to our knitting, to manufacturing and energy. That we’d get our asses handed to us buying CIS, buying a company that writes and integrates software.”

“Who was it?” Cortez asked.

“Freese wouldn’t say. Said it wouldn’t be fair to ‘out’ the guy ahead of time. Said we’d just have to deal with it when he started going off in the meeting.” Rose raised one eyebrow. He had a good idea who it was, and he was ready for battle. “But it doesn’t matter. We’ll roll right over him. There’s twelve board members, and all it takes to get the go-ahead on an acquisition is a majority.” He smiled. “I’ve got seven of them in my back pocket, not including Freese.”

“I know you do, my man,” Cortez said, beaming. He patted Rose’s shoulder. “You’ll be CEO soon, Mike. Then you won’t have to deal with this, with morons who don’t know what they’re talking about. You can kick whoever the bastard is off the board when you’re elected. Cut out the deadwood and be efficient, run this company with a free hand and an iron fist.”

Rose chuckled. “And make you CFO, right?” He knew what Cortez’s agenda was.

“You got that right,” Cortez said firmly, not trying to hide his ambition.

A couple of board members had already approached Rose about the possibility of becoming CEO—soon, in the next year or two—even though Colin Freese was just forty-nine and far from retirement. They’d confided in Rose that they were tired of hearing about Freese’s trips around the world on company time, tired of the obnoxious increases in compensation he was demanding every year, tired of the rumors about his rampant infidelity with any young girl he could get his hands on. Rose’s eyes narrowed. CEO of Trafalgar at forty-five. That sounded damn good, and there was no telling how far he could go from there. CEO for a few years, then into politics. He took a deep breath. It wasn’t just those board members who’d promised to support him. Someone much more powerful than anybody on the board had also weighed in. Someone who could help him become CEO and help him go a long way in politics, not just locally. This man’s influence stretched across the national stage.

“I gotta ask you something, Mike.”

Rose looked up from his wine. “Yeah? What?”

“A couple of months ago you mentioned something about an incident at Dulles airport real soon after you were named CFO, real soon after you hired me as treasurer. Seemed like it was a big deal, but you never told me what it was. We were out at dinner and you got a phone call and we never finished the conversation. What was it? What happened?”

Rose bit his lip. He remembered that night. After ending the call, he’d decided not to tell Cortez about the arrest after all. It was too personal.

“Come on, Mike,” Cortez pushed. “What happened?”

Rose thought about it for a few moments. You had to be careful with things like this. Cortez might draw conclusions that were inaccurate, which could end up being a bad scene if he spread those conclusions around. “Yeah, all right.” But David wouldn’t spread rumors. David was loyal, Rose was sure. “Sheila and I were arrested at security. We were on our way to London.”

Cortez’s eyes widened. “Arrested? What the hell happened? What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I’m not kidding. We were arrested and taken to a federal facility in downtown Washington. We had to spend the night there. It took me a year and a lot of legal fees to work through everything.”

Cortez banged the bar with his fist. “I remember now. You called and told me one of your kids had gotten sick. You asked me to get in touch with the guys in London and tell them the trip had to be pushed back a week.”

Rose nodded. “Yup.”

“Well, what happened?”

“I was framed.”

“No way. By who?”

Rose took a long swallow of wine. “The guy I replaced as CFO. The guy Freese booted out of Trafalgar to promote me. Turns out the guy’s brother was a wheel at the TSA.” He shook his head. “They bugged my house for a few months, even after I found out what happened. The guy and his brother were trying to get something on me any way they could so they could have me fired. I’ll tell you something, David, I learned a hell of a lesson from all that.”

“What’s that?”

“Nobody in this country is safe from the federal government, not if they really want to get you. Especially if you’re poor. The reason I was able to fight it was because I had some money, and I could hire people with influence. If I’d been some schmuck making minimum wage, I’d still be in jail.”

Cortez shook his head as he finished what was left of his beer, then motioned to the bartender for another. “Be right back, Mike. I gotta take a whiz. I want to hear everything when I get back.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Rose watched Cortez head for the restrooms, thinking about Sheila. She’d seemed so detached over the past few months, but he couldn’t make himself believe that she was really having an affair. She wouldn’t do that to him and the kids. He winced. It was so naive to think like that. The worst part about life was that the people you loved and trusted the most were sometimes the ones screwing you the hardest. He shut his eyes tightly. Cortez fit right into that slot, too.

He glanced up—directly into those two tiny Caribbean seas. The young blonde from across the bar was walking straight toward him, about to come within a few feet of where he was sitting. Now he could see her short black skirt and high heels—the long, shapely legs in between, too.

As she passed by, she reached out, touched his arm and squeezed gently. “Hi, handsome.”

Then she was gone.

         

SHEILA MOANED as she came to, head spinning, barely aware that she was upside down, held in place by the seat belt harness digging into her shoulder. Slowly becoming aware of a throbbing pain in her temple. The warm taste of blood, too.

“My God, are you all right?”

She took a labored breath and turned her head slowly to the left, feeling like she might pass out again. The driver side window had been smashed to bits in the crash and there was a young man peering in at her through the emptiness. His hot breath was misting into the car in the cold, night air. “It hurts so badly,” she murmured. “I can’t feel my legs.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, reaching into the car with both hands, gripping her head tightly on both sides and twisting violently. The sharp snap of her neck breaking comforted him, and he smiled thinly. “So sorry.”
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“TELL ME ABOUT MICHAEL ROSE.”

Beck struck a match off his heel and lit up a Camel no-filter. He’d never smoked before the I-4. In fact, he’d always hated cigarettes because his mother had a two-pack-a-day habit that had killed her when he was still a young boy. It had seemed counterintuitive when it was first explained to him, but he had learned that disinformation was more effective than no information. Smoking made him harder to track and trace because he changed brands every time he bought a new pack. And being hard to track was vitally important to him as the I-4’s executive director. He was a serial nomad, always changing up everything, not just his brand of cigarettes. He constantly hid his moves, tried to avoid routines, tried not to exhibit favorites of anything. He had to be as transparent as possible, couldn’t have loyalties. He’d given up everything for the I-4, all ties to family, all bonds with friends. They all thought he’d been killed in a small plane crash in Mexico seven years ago, but the crash had been faked so he could go deep beneath the surface. George Severs had died forever that day—Peter Beck had been born. That was how completely committed he was to the I-4. He smiled to himself grimly. For the first few weeks, it had been difficult answering to a different name. Now it was like he’d always been Peter Beck.

“What’s his background?” Beck knew most of it, but he wanted Granger’s unedited take on the man.

Granger started to pick up a loose-leaf pad with all of his notes on it, then dropped it back down on the coffee table. There was no need to look at it anymore, he’d studied the pages so many times over the past week. “Rose is chief financial officer of Trafalgar, but for all intents and purposes he runs the show. A guy named Colin Freese is CEO, but he probably couldn’t name half the company’s subsidiaries if his life depended on it. Rose has done a great job, too. The company’s taken off since he’s been CFO, so has the stock price. It’s up sixteen percent a year for the last five years, not including dividends. Which is way better than—”

“Way better than the Dow or the NASDAQ,” Beck cut in. “Yeah, I know.”

It wasn’t that Beck knew about the markets because he micro-managed his own portfolio. Seven years ago he’d been required to put all his holdings into a blind trust and hope his investments would be around when his time leading the I-4 was up. More important, hope he’d be around to take them out. He knew why Trafalgar’s performance was so good because he was a voracious reader of everything he could get his hands on, including business rags. It made him much better at being the executive director.

“How did Rose get to be CFO?”

Granger started to describe the steps—the positions Rose had climbed through and the people he’d climbed over during the seven years he’d been at Trafalgar prior to being named CFO. Then he realized that wouldn’t be answering the question. Beck wanted to understand the man, not the history. He wanted to understand how Rose thought, how driven he was, and, most important, how far he’d ultimately go in a crisis situation. “Rose works twenty-four-seven, and he’s ruthless,” Granger began. “I don’t mean that he’s criminal or unethical by any means. In fact, he’s got a reputation for being as honest as they come. But he’ll use any legal advantage he can find to win.” Granger hesitated. “Which he almost always does.”

“You’re describing every top executive in this country, Bill. What makes Rose any different?”

“His ability to lead,” Granger responded right away. “To get people to do exactly what he wants them to do when he wants them to do it. People follow him like he’s Jesus Christ or something. He’s got this, I don’t know, edge to him.”

“You get all that directly from our insider?”

“Yup.”

“Got a picture of him?”

Granger flipped to the back of the pad and pulled out an eight-and-a-half-by-eleven-inch glossy. “Here,” he said, holding the photo out over the coffee table.

Beck took it and gazed at the head shot for a few moments. Rose had dark hair cropped close all around, thin dark brows, hazel eyes set slightly close together, a Roman nose, a small scar on a strong chin. But there was more to it than that. Something else emanated from the photograph as clearly as the physical characteristics. It was a quiet confidence expressed in the way Rose raised his left eyebrow slightly higher than the right, the way he set his jaw firmly. There was a sophisticated sense of purpose about him.

“How old is he?” Beck asked.

“Forty-three. Like I said before, they say he doesn’t play unless he’s ninety-nine percent sure he’ll win. Even then he worries.”

“He’s never played this game before,” Beck snapped, dropping the photo on the table and taking a puff off the Camel. “Where’d he go to college?”

“Chapel Hill, the University of North Carolina.”

“Is he from North Carolina?”

“No. He lived in San Diego as a kid. Moved away when he was ten.”

“Why?”

“When Rose was nine, his father was struck by lightning. The guy was with the electric company out there and got nailed in a storm while he was working on the lines. After he died, Rose’s mother started stripping at night to make some extra cash.”

Beck’s eyes flashed to Granger’s. “Stripping?” That was interesting.

“Yeah. Apparently, she was a looker. Didn’t have any problem getting a gig at one of the clubs in San Diego even though she was in her early thirties.”

“Does Rose know?” It was something they could use against him if he didn’t, maybe even if he did.

“We’re not sure.”

Beck pursed his lips. “Keep going. How’d he get to Carolina?”

“His mother met a businessman who fell in love with her.”

“While she was stripping?”

“Yup. Met him on the job.”

Beck sneered and took another long drag off the cigarette. “That’s beautiful. All right, keep going.”

“The guy was from Atlanta, but he was in San Diego for a conference. Moved Rose and his mother back to Atlanta into a big house in the suburbs a month after he met her. Married her two weeks later. He was from some hoity-toity southern clan, so they had to keep her past a secret. Made up a story about her being the daughter of a movie exec who’d moved to Europe years ago and died. Something that was tough to check out. Rose turned into the forgotten child after a few years, after the guy and his mom had two kids of their own.”

“Was he bitter?”

“We don’t know.”

“Why the University of North Carolina?”

“That’s where the guy who married his mom went,” Granger explained. “It was the one string he pulled for Rose.”

“Why’d he have to pull it?”

“Rose’s high school grades were lousy, wouldn’t have gotten him in. The guy paid for everything, too.”

“How were Rose’s grades in college?”

“Not much better. He was a big partier, barely got his diploma. But he met a woman while he was there and married her the summer after graduation.” Granger paused. “Her name was Sheila Adkins.”

“As in the Texas Adkins?” Beck asked. He’d been putting out his cigarette, but he stopped and looked up.

“You got it.”

“But that family hit the skids a few years ago, right?”

Granger nodded. “Yeah, but when Rose married into it, they were hot. He went to work for them right after he married Sheila. Didn’t even take her on a honeymoon. Her daddy liked that. Of course, she didn’t.”

“She saw what was coming,” Beck observed. “It’s called the ambition train, and she didn’t want him to get on. She knew what she was in for.”

“Exactly,” Granger agreed. “It left the station for Rose right after he graduated, and he never looked back. Went to the University of Texas for his MBA a few years later. Then it was on to Trafalgar when he graduated from B-school, and it’s been a rocket ride for him at the company ever since. Spent his first seven years at Trafalgar moving up the chain of command, then was named CFO five years ago. Behind closed doors, some people at the company are saying that Colin Freese better watch out. That if Freese isn’t careful, Rose is going to get his job pretty soon.” Granger hesitated, anticipating that Beck would find what he was about to say very interesting. “By the way, Peter, Rose paid his stepfather back.”

“For college?”

“Yup. Every cent.”

So Rose was one of those guys. “How many kids does he have?”

“Two. A girl, sixteen, and a boy, twelve.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Granger’s eyes narrowed. “His wife is cheating on him.”

Beck let out a low whistle. “Nice. Does he know?”

“We don’t think so.”

“Is it with someone at Trafalgar?”

Granger smiled. “There’s actually two of them. One’s a bartender in Georgetown, a nobody. And, yeah, the other one works at Trafalgar.”
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“STILL NO WORD from my wife?” Morton’s Restaurant and the bar were in the basement of a small shopping complex full of high-end boutiques. Rose had gone upstairs to make his calls because there was no cell phone reception in the bar or the restaurant. “She hasn’t called?”

“No,” the au pair answered in her heavy accent. “I think she said this morning she was going shopping with some friends and then they might go to dinner after that.”

The au pair was a plump, twenty-four-year-old Swedish woman named Trudy who was ultimately loyal to Sheila because Sheila gave her extra cash on the side and bought her nice clothes. There was no way to tell if Sheila really had said anything about shopping with friends or going to dinner afterward. The only clue was that Trudy hadn’t mentioned that when he’d called before. Seemed like she would have, seemed like it would have been an important thing to let him know then.

“All right, I’ll try again later. If you talk to her, please have her call me.”

“I will, Mr. Rose.”

“Thanks.”

Rose slipped the small phone back into his suit jacket. He’d left two messages on Sheila’s cell since five this afternoon, but she hadn’t returned either of them. Which wasn’t like her. They hadn’t been getting along lately, but she usually called him right back when he left a message.

It was nine o’clock and his senior contact at Trafalgar’s agent bank, Citibank in New York, was supposed to be calling him at the office at ten. Trafalgar borrowed over eight billion dollars from a consortium of banks led by Citi and, as part of the loan agreement, Rose needed approval from the banks to make any major acquisitions—like CIS. His contact was going to confirm that the bank’s senior credit committee had approved a big increase in the size of the loan facility to help fund the deal. That the other banks in the consortium had approved it as well. It was more of a formality than anything, but he and Cortez had to go back to the office in case this one guy on the bank’s committee had questions. So they had all the information on the deal right at their fingertips in case the guy wanted to get into the details of how the transaction was going down. The guy always had a few issues with every deal, made it sound like he was going to nix everything, then ultimately gave his okay at the last minute. It was like he got off on being the one person who kept everyone else involved in the deal on pins and needles. It seemed like there was always one of those guys in every organization.

Rose headed back down the steps and pulled open the door—just as the young woman was coming out. Once again, they locked eyes. Finally he stepped aside and held the door for her. “Please.” He made a sweeping gesture up the stairs.

“Such a gentleman.” She put her hand on his. “Thank you.”

Her fingers were soft and warm, almost like she had a slight fever. He grinned. “Just doing my job, ma’am,” he said, pretending to tip his hat. “Just doing my job.”

She squinted, like she didn’t understand.

“I’m the doorman here at the restaurant.”

She tilted her head back slightly and laughed. “Working for tips, huh?”

God, she really did have a perfect smile. He checked that engagement ring again: even smaller than he’d first thought. More of a friendship ring than an engagement ring. “Gotta make a living somehow, you know?” Her perfume drifted to his nostrils. It was seductive, but not one he recognized.

Her expression turned serious. “Oh, believe me, I know about that.”

He was tempted to dig deeper, tempted to try to get to the next level down and see if there was a spark for her or if that smile was just a polite one. If there wasn’t any interest—he had to be honest with himself—he’d be disappointed. If there was, he might do something he’d regret. Either way, it was a risk. But he had to know what she was thinking, where she was coming from.

“Do you live around here?” she asked. “Or are you here on business?”

She’d beaten him to the punch, and he loved it. “I live here in northern Virginia. In Great Falls,” he added. She was instantly impressed. He could see it in every corner of those sparkling eyes. “How about you?”

“Around here, too.”

She was being conspicuously unspecific. She probably lived in a cramped town house in Sterling or Reston and didn’t want to tell him, but that was good. That meant she didn’t want him to lose interest. Of course, it also meant that she wasn’t above conveniently leaving out a detail or two. Which could also mean she wasn’t above leaving out something big at a critical moment.

“Well, it’s nice meeting you.” Rose hesitated, unsure of whether he should say what he was thinking. Which was an unusual feeling for him. He was usually so sure of himself. What the hell? She’d made her comment back in the bar. Why shouldn’t he? “See you around, gorgeous.” He smiled and started to move by.

But she put her hand on his arm. “Wait, I—”

“You ready to go?” Her husband had appeared behind her out of nowhere.

She glanced over her shoulder at him, then turned away and rolled her eyes.

Rose caught her aggravated expression, then saw her husband’s eyes flash to her hand pulling away.

“Is this a friend of yours?”

“He was holding the door for me, Joey,” she explained, giving Rose an apologetic look. “He was just being nice.”

Joey shrugged. “Coulda fooled me. Looked like you two were having a pretty cozy conversation.”

“Please don’t do this.”

The guy was young. Probably a little older than she was, but not yet thirty. Five-ten—two inches shorter than Rose—with beady eyes, a goatee, a cheap suit, and a jealousy tattoo the size of Rhode Island. The guy had married way out of his league. He’d probably spent a week’s salary on dinner tonight just to keep her happy.

Rose nodded to her, then moved past them into the bar. Too bad, she’d definitely wanted to keep talking. But there was no chance of that now.



7

“I DON’T UNDERSTAND how this could happen.”

Beck put another Camel no-filter in his mouth and lighted it. It was his third one since he and Granger had sat down. It wasn’t that he liked them—he didn’t—or that he was addicted to them—he wasn’t. It was his compulsive personality, his need to be constantly multitasking. Even if one of the tasks ended up killing him.

He’d learned about his disorder ten years ago. When he’d first been recruited into the brand new Gray Ops Program while at the Department of Energy enduring two weeks of intense psychological testing. When President Clinton was in office and the top levels of the intelligence infrastructure in Washington were beginning to fear that the nation’s enemies were sensing an opportunity. Civilians thought Black Ops were cloaked in secrecy, but they had no idea what “cloaked in secrecy” really meant. No idea that Gray Ops were so much more clandestine, so much deeper in the shadows. For once, the government had kept a lid on something.

So far, anyway, Beck thought, taking the first puff off the cigarette. Which made what they were suddenly facing such a crisis. It could blow that lid sky-high.

“How could Michael Rose get as far as he has with this deal?” Granger continued. “I thought there was too much CIS stock parked with the inside institutions to ever let it get to this point. Rose would never present it to the Trafalgar board if he wasn’t sure he could close the deal. Which means he’s talked to some of the large institutions and put a price on the table.”

“Or his investment bankers have.” That would scare the crap out of Granger. It sure had scared the crap out of Beck when he’d heard a few weeks ago. When his contact at the California pension fund had sent him a coded message about CIS “being in play.” “And the I-bankers must have gotten enough positive talk back from the institutions to be convinced they could get CIS for Rose.”

Granger turned white. “But how? This company was supposed to have been completely out of reach of a hostile buyer.”

An unfriendly must have sniffed out the I-4, Beck realized. Or thought he had. Somebody with the political muscle to lay traps in the forest and see what they snared. A chilling scenario because it meant Beck would have to shut everything down completely and reorganize somewhere else if the hunter got too close. Which could take years and give the nation’s enemies a huge opportunity. Worse, he might not be able to cover all his tracks. If a pit bull like Michael Rose sifted through enough documents and enough bank statements, he might be able to piece the whole thing together. He might find Spyder, too, which would be the ultimate disaster. Might even be able to help the person at the top of the hunting team track down a few I-4 people. Then everything would go up in smoke. Because after you got one person to crack, everyone else was vulnerable. That was always how it went.

The first priority was stonewalling Michael Rose, stopping him dead in his tracks at the board meeting tomorrow so he couldn’t buy CIS. Then they could focus on figuring out who Rose was working with, who was ultimately responsible for laying down those traps in the woods. Which was why what Beck faced was so problematic. He had to stop Rose from getting CIS without using all of the assets available to him, without taking the ultimate step as he usually would, like he would with someone they suspected of being a terrorist. He had to keep Rose around so he could find out who was at the top, who was pushing the guy to go after CIS.

Beck took a deep breath. It was strange to suddenly become the hunted. It had been the other way around for so long.

“I don’t know how it could happen,” Beck finally answered. “But I’m working on it. We’ll figure it out.” He couldn’t be completely honest with Granger, couldn’t tell him everything. That might send the guy off the deep end, and there was no way to replace Granger at this point. “Everything will be fine.”

“What’s the success rate?” Granger asked, switching lanes. “How’s it going?”

Beck took a long puff from the cigarette then started coughing, a deep hack. He pounded his chest with his fist, thinking about how the other three members of the I-4’s leadership, known as the Directorate, had nicknamed him Frisco a few months ago. Because he was like San Francisco, they said, always on the brink of disaster—a cataclysmic earthquake for the city, a massive heart attack for him. He smoked, he drank, he didn’t exercise, he was forty pounds overweight, he had high blood pressure, he had high cholesterol, and his family had a history of coronaries. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he was going to do about it at this point. He was fifty-two, had no time for exercise, and—thanks to the stress of the job—craved his meat, mashed potatoes, and three martinis a night.

“You all right?” Granger asked.

Beck looked up when the coughing spell finally subsided. Granger was ghost white again, probably wondering what he was going to do if Beck keeled over. Granger couldn’t call the paramedics or take Beck to a hospital, he’d been coached on that. Calling in people from the outside was out of the question. Beck might say something under anesthesia that would compromise the I-4, so he had to go to a special place if anything ever happened to him. “I’m fine,” he croaked. “What did you ask me?”

Granger gazed at Beck uncertainly. “The success rate. Is it getting any better?”

Beck hesitated. “Nope. It’s even worse than it was six months ago.” That was the last time the two men had met face-to-face. “It’s down to a little over twenty-five percent now.”

“What’s the total?”

“Almost six hundred worldwide.”

Granger shook his head. “So over four hundred innocents since the start of it all.”

Beck nodded. The numbers had started to bother him, too. They never had before, not until recently. Specific instances of false identification had always depressed him, but not the gross numbers. The problem was, he was starting to believe that not all of the innocent cases were mistakes, that maybe there were some conscious mistakes. If that were true, it would shake his faith in everything.

“It would make one hell of a story for a reporter.”

Beck nodded again. “Oh, yeah,” he agreed quietly. “Story of the century.”
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ROSE FINISHED his last sip of wine slowly, savoring it as it washed over his palate. Congratulating himself as he swallowed. He’d managed to stay in control once again, managed to keep it to just one glass tonight despite Cortez urging him to have more. Even managed to keep the discussion about what had happened at Dulles that day five years ago to a minimum. He didn’t like talking about it, even now.

“Come on, David, we’ve got to get going,” he said, placing the glass down on the bar and standing up. It was after nine thirty. “Got to get back to the office for that call with Citibank.”

Cortez finished his beer, standing up, too. “Yup. Let’s do it.”

Rose dropped two twenties on the bar and turned to go. As he did, he almost ran into the young woman.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

He nodded back deliberately. “Hi.”

“I just came back to…um.” She took a nervous breath. “Sorry about my husband. He’s such a…well, it doesn’t matter.” She reached for Rose’s hand and pressed a piece of paper into it. “Call me,” she said, leaning forward so her lips were close to his ear. “Please.” Then she headed quickly for the door.

Rose watched her walk away, watched her hips swaying beneath that black miniskirt.

When she was gone, he realized that Cortez was staring at him openmouthed. That almost every man in the place was doing the same thing. Because she was that kind of woman. A showstopper.

He glanced down and opened the small piece of paper. The name above the phone number was Kat. He grinned. Of course it was. It fit her perfectly.

His grin faded. She was either completely innocent, or one hell of an actress. And he had to find out which. His life might depend on it.
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