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Prologue
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Somewhere in the Southwest (May, 2005) — The Marine fire team hadn’t been together very long: two 18-year-olds fresh out of training camp waiting to go somewhere — anywhere but here, muttered Danny Brown, a Bayou kid who had no taste for the dry heat of the Southwest — plus a transfer from Missouri and a team leader with two years of experience at not quite 20. Team leader Mackensie Davis thought the heat of El Paso beat Afghanistan any day. 

“We’re supposed to be looking for weed?” Troy Maxim asked in a loud whisper, when the four were told they were one of the many teams loaned to the Drug Enforcement Agency for a sweep. “Shh-it,” he said, dragging out the sounds to two syllables. Maxim was a tall, broad-shouldered Black man whose parents were both doctors in Chicago. His street talk fell flat, but no one laughed any more. He’d shown a couple of white boys that being from the ‘burbs didn’t prevent him from whupping their asses.

John Blankenship said nothing. He rarely did; the Marine Corps was a family business. His father and both older brothers were Marines. He planned to make a career of it. If the Marine Corps wanted him to look for marijuana fields, he’d look for marijuana fields. His last post in Missouri had been recruitment; he was glad for something a bit more active.

Mac Davis snorted. He would search for weed, although he figured they’d find as much weed back on base, most certainly in town. Not a little of it belonged to him.

“Not just marijuana,” the DEA agent said irritably. “Although we’re talking plantations here, not a couple of pot plants and a grow light. There are meth labs, coke warehouses, you name it, along the border. They mule the raw ingredients in from Mexico, process it here, and sell it in New York, Chicago and Dallas. We want to interrupt that flow.”

Davis nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, with just enough drawl to be a bit insulting. The DEA agent glared at him, but didn’t fall into the trap of chewing out someone for saying yes sir.

“We’ll drop you in, you can hump your way out to a pick-up point here,” the agent traced the route on the mission map. The land he pointed to was a hilly region west of El Paso, east and south of Roswell, New Mexico. Isolated, bleak, described as rolling hills with a few trees, but only if you considered pinion a tree. It was mostly rocks, canyons, dry land, and some ranches barely making it on grazing. The only industries — drugs and wetbacks.

“Plot and record,” the agent emphasized. “We don’t expect you to make arrests, or in any way let your presence be known. Some of those places are well defended. We’ll send in more power than small teams of Marines to clean out the places you identify. This is a low-profile, recon mission, is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” the four chorused. No one mentioned the additional reason: it wasn’t popular to broadcast that Marines were operating on American soil. The citizens at home might get uncomfortable about that.

“0600,” the agent said and dismissed them. Just kids, he thought, shaking his head. Four big, overgrown kids. With weapons. He shook his head again. He was dumping a dozen teams into a 100-square-mile area. He just hoped they didn’t shoot each other.

Day four. Troy Maxim and Mac Davis studied the map. It was an easy thing to say back in a city — find drug operations and locate them on a map; another thing in rough country to even know where you were, much less write it down.

Not that they were writing everything down. The team had agreed early on that pot fields under a certain size could be ignored. If some white dude was working a bunch of illegals on a large field, they wrote it down. If someone was running a manufacturing plant for meth or crack, they logged it.

“Can’t come back with an empty map, man,” John Blankenship pointed out.

“How can you eat this shit?” Danny Brown said, poking through his Meal Ready to Eat — MRE — and looking disgusted. The four of them had been spread out over a small hillside that shielded them from view. They’d hiked most of the night until they’d found a spot they could blend into, and defend themselves if necessary. A couple of hours of sleep and they regrouped to plan an early morning exploration. Even in May, the heat could reach the mid-80s by noon.

“I learned early to eat what was available,” Mac said levelly. “I suggest you learn it too.” No one said anything. The fire team was close; but no one was close enough to Mac Davis to ask questions. He was a mystery even to his best friends. He was tough, he was cold, and so far, no one had bested him in a fight. 

Davis was six-foot-two and built from two years in the Marine Corps — his first tour of duty in Afghanistan had bronzed his skin. He had medium dark hair — what the Marines had left of it — and a skin color that defied racial categories. He marked white on the forms, but under the heavy sun, he’d darkened to a TexMex tan. He passed for Mexican in border bars, until he spoke. His border Spanglish couldn’t pass for white, much less brown, a buddy said good-naturedly. But then Mac didn’t talk much.

He smoked Newports, listened to rap music — rhymes with crap music, Danny had muttered once — hung out with the Black guys from San Diego and East St. Louis. He might have been Black, but for the clear gray eyes. The Black guys called him Shadow. Mac never explained why. 

He was a good source for booze, weed, or whatever. And when he went in to town, he seemed to know every girl there. None of the girls seemed to find his cold eyes, or the grim lines around his mouth to be as frightening as his fire team did. But then, even his buddies agreed that when he smiled, the lines weren’t so grim, and the eyes weren’t so cold.

His team would follow him anywhere; they’d already found out that the safest place to be in a brawl was at his side. But they didn’t understand him, and they didn’t ask questions.

The four shouldered into their packs and followed Mac away from their camp. It looked like no one had been there. 

There was an area to the south of them Mac wanted to check out. It was a bit off their assigned route, but not much. He’d seen some trails the day before that looked like they were made by men, not by whatever passed for a deer in this area. He had an itch; the team agreed to check it out.

Mac led the way at a dogtrot. He wanted to cover some territory early in the day before it got hot. He traced his route back to the trail. A good 60 paces south, it forked. Mac gestured Danny and Troy take the east trail, he and John headed west. His instincts were on full alert, although he couldn’t say why. Even so, he almost ran over the top of the two men with a radio unit before he saw them. 

The land was deceiving; it looked wide open — clear to the horizon where bleached brown met bright blue. Truth was the land was gutted with canyons and pocked with rugged outcroppings of rock. Hard to see what was right before you; it didn’t seem right that it was equally hard to find cover when you needed it.

Mac dove for cover in a small swale with John close behind him. Too late to fade away. The two men, mid-30s and fit, whirled, and one fired. The shot came close enough that Mac heard it go by.

Mac sprayed the area with his M-203, an M-16 with a 40mm grenade launcher below the regular barrel, while John Blankenship tried to raise the other two on a hand-held. 

“Where the hell are you,” Danny’s voice came back. “We’re in trouble here!”

Mac gestured at John to shut the thing off. He had the two pinned down, but they weren’t acting scared. It might be a case of who had whom pinned, Mac thought. He motioned to Blankenship to return fire, pulled a 9mm out of its holster, slung the M-203 across his back, and half crawled and slid across the ground following the contour of the land, hoping that sagebrush was a better cover than it looked. 

Mac felt himself mentally switch into the mindset of a hunter. Something inside him settled in, tightened. His senses seemed more alert; he could hear more, smell more. He made little sound normally; now he made even less. 

He eased from one shadow to another, blending with the sparse vegetation and rocks. He moved in close, not stopping until he could hear them.

“We’ve got problems,” one said into his radio. “Some fuckers in drab just walked over us. Fire is being exchanged. Got that? Fire is being exchanged.”

Mac waited until there was a pause in the radio conversation, thwack. The slug caught the man in the throat, blood spurted out through the jugular. When his partner whirled to see where the shot came from, firing as he looked, Mac was no longer there. Blankenship put a round in his back.

Mac paused, wishing there was time to search the lookouts. He started south and John fell in behind him. 

“Who were those fuckers?” Blankenship panted. “Drug makers with radios and perimeter men?”

Mac didn’t reply. He was breathing easily, focused on the path ahead of him. He didn’t know enough, but the man’s communication worried at him. Trouble, he thought. We’ve bought ourselves a whole bunch of trouble.

“Aren’t we going to help Danny and Troy?” Blankenship added.

“See if they’re broadcasting,” Mac said softly, but kept moving. John turned the radio on low, listening intently.

“Mac, you got to come get us,” Danny said scared. He sounded as if he’d been repeating himself. Forgot every radio protocol he knew, Mac thought disgustedly. “They’ve got eight men out here; Tory’s been hit, not bad, but I can’t get him out alone. What the hell is going on? I didn’t see anything, and then they were firing at us. They are uphill from us, you hear? We are dead meat, man, if you don’t get here soon. Come get us.”

Mac motioned for John to turn it off. “He’s talking on that thing and firing at the same time?” John asked, keeping his voice low. “I knew Danny didn’t ever stop talking, but this is a new record even for him.”

Danny was a sharpshooter bar none, or they wouldn’t have lasted this long, Mac thought. For all his down home, good ol’ boy ways that set Mac’s teeth on edge, there was no one he’d rather have with him in a firefight. Troy wasn’t bad either. But the odds weren’t good.

“We’ve got to pull those men off. Won’t get far hitting them head on. Got to give them something more important to do.”

“Like what?” John asked. 

Mac grinned. It made John veer away warily. “We burn their barn.”

Mac kept heading south. He figured if his two attackers and this other team were perimeter, it stood to reason that what they were defending was not far away. He had to be close. If he’d guessed wrong.... Mac set his jaw grimly. Then without much warning, the ravine opened into a small valley. Mac stopped and dropped. He looked at his watch, 10 minutes since they’d hit those two dudes with the radio. Come on Danny, Mac thought, hold them just a bit longer. 

In the clearing ahead was a large barn, a house, several outbuildings. Normally it probably looked like a small ranch, but now, men were running all over the place, loading vehicles, grabbing weapons. Mac watched with narrowed eyes. It was fucked, he thought, something’s not right.

“More than pot,” John observed. 

“Shit, yeah,” Mac said. He moved warily around rim of the valley until he was directly behind the largest structure. Now that he was closer, he could see the barn was sturdier than it first looked. Someone had carefully added the weathered wood to look like a barn, but no animal had ever been invited in for a hay dinner, Mac thought sardonically. 

“How we going to fire that thing?” John asked anxiously. 

Mac grinned again. It wasn’t any more comforting than the first time. “That, my friend, is a cocaine plant. Do you know how cocaine is made?”

Blankenship shook his head. Hell, he was still afraid to drink a beer, being underage and all. What did he know about cocaine? But he could believe that Mac knew more about it than he should.

Mac eyed the building. It took heat to make cocaine. Lots of heat. He shouldered out of his pack and stashed it in the underbrush. He unslung his M-203. Blankenship watched without understanding. But he didn’t ask. He figured Mac would tell him when he was ready. Or not.

“Okay,” Mac said. “If I get spotted, you send down a round of fire and then head up that hill. You got to get out of here, call for a pickup — don’t come after me, you hear?”

Blankenship nodded. “I don’t have the big radio,” he pointed out. Troy carried the main set that the team used to make reports back to HQ roughly every 24 hours by a pre-determined schedule. 

“Yeah, you’re going to have to work your way over to team four. They’re about 20 miles due west of here. You get within range of them, they can call for backup.”

Blankenship frowned. “That’s going to be too late to help much,” he objected. 

Mac looked at him levelly. “You won’t be going for help,” he said. “You’re going after a team to clean up these fuckers. And bury us deep, you hear?”

Blankenship swallowed hard. He nodded. The two men they’d surprised were the first he’d ever seen die. The first he’d killed; hell, the first time he’d shot at a real human being. 

Mac nodded once. He studied the field and the building again, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He’d set the state record for the 100 meter a couple of years ago; he hoped he still could. He darted down the hill, going for speed not stealth. Everyone was too busy to pay much attention. Apparently, they weren’t expecting company. 

Figured your perimeter could handle it, hey? Mac thought grimly. He flattened himself against the wall of the barn. He could hear shouting inside, more trucks getting ready to leave. He shook his head. It didn’t make sense, he thought, then shrugged it off. He slid along the building until he was at a window near the cooking plant. He balanced his weapon on the windowsill, took aim and fired off a grenade into the furnace. He was off at a run further south to a spot he’d already identified as his next observation point.

He heard a shout, and then shots. He dropped to the ground, flattened as best he could, and looked over his shoulder. Three men were starting up the hill toward Blankenship’s position. 

Shit, Mac thought. He stayed down. John should be hightailing it up that hill, he hoped, if the dump fuck didn’t fuckin’ wait around for Mac. 

When no sounds of capture or even shots being fired, Mac looked around. Should be a generator around somewhere, he thought. 

––––––––
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Washington, D.C.

May 2005

“We’ve got a call for Howard Parker, sir, is he still with you?” the switchboard operator asked.

“Yes, he is,” said Jake Dugan, assistant to the Secretary of Defense. “Put it through.”

Howard Parker reached for the phone set. “Parker,” he said curtly. “What? Hold on a bit.”

He gestured toward the speakerphone. “You’re going to want to hear this, too,” Parker said. “Okay, Agent Barantoski, start again.”

“Yes, sir. It seems one of the DEA agents heard some rumors about drug activity in a certain part of his region and borrowed a platoon of Marines to quarter, search and report. One fire team stumbled upon our perimeter men this morning. Two Marines were trapped on the northeast corner, but two others were able to penetrate the perimeter after a shoot-out with two men on the northwest corner. The two Marines proceeded into the facility. The furnace exploded, followed by the generator.”

Agent Barantoski paused for breath. “Go on,” Parker said. Dugan looked like he was trying not to laugh. 

“One of the Marines trapped by our men was able to get a call out for backup. At that point we were alerted to the situation and were able to be among those who responded. At the facility, we found a Marine corporal in charge; he had the wetba... illegal workers sitting alongside the house with their hands on their heads. Four of our men were under guard by two other Marines. The fourth Marine was resting with a leg injury.”

Parker said with deceptive mildness, “And the other eight of our men?”

The sound of the agent swallowing was clearly audible. “Four are dead, sir. Two were able to load the jeep with incriminating evidence and get out; they’ve reported in. The whereabouts of the other two is unknown at this time.”

“I see.” 

Agent Barantoski blurted out, “Sir, you’ve got to get back here ASAP and take over damage control. We’ve got people who aren’t in the know making decisions, and all hell is breaking loose.”

“I’m on my way, Agent Barantoski,” Parker said. “Have someone waiting for me at the airport. Slow things down as much as you can. And get those Marines back on base!”

“Yes, sir!”

Dugan burst out laughing, not the least intimidated by Parker’s glare. “Four Marines, hey? Makes you proud of the old unit, doesn’t?”

“It wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t had to be back here in D.C. politicking,” Parker grumbled.

Dugan sobered. “If you hadn’t been back here politicking, the new Secretary would have pulled your plug and then where would your operation be?”

Parker rolled his eyes but didn’t disagree. “It’s a hell of a thing anyway, lobbying for a project selling drugs.”

“It keeps an information pipeline open that we all need,” Dugan said.

“I know.” Parker was silent for a moment, then shook his head and sighed. “Pointless to argue about it. We’ve got the operation going; it’s my job to see it successful.”

“Just out of curiosity, how many people did we have on site?” Dugan asked.

“Four CIA agents, eight contracts, and apparently four illegal workers,” Parker said sourly. “Scramble me a jet, Jake, and then you get to go tell the Secretary that his discreet little intelligence operation just got a little less discreet.”

Dugan waved him on, but as Parker closed the door behind him, he could hear Dugan humming “From the halls of Montezuma....” 

Parker opened the door back up. “And ship those Marines to the Gulf or wherever they might likely get blown to bits, will you?”
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Washington, D.C. (Nov. 15, 2012) — The man behind the desk continued to read a document, ignoring the aide who had just entered the room. Howard Parker at 59 was successful, powerful. You didn’t get — or keep — that kind of power or success by being friendly. Power kept was power used. He believed it firmly, practiced on small occasions like this, wasn’t afraid to use it when it needed to be used on larger occasions either.

The aide cleared his throat. He was used to the treatment and started in without waiting for acknowledgment. “We’ve received the report from the security firm,” he began. The man showed no interest. “The report shows no blemishes. Your background checks out as clean as they’ve ever seen.”

The man looked up at that point. “They did a thorough job?”

The aide shrugged. “They vet corporate bigwigs for companies all the time. Background checks are their main income. My guess is that if they say you’re clean, the FBI won’t find a thing either.”

“It isn’t your guess I want to hear,” the man said, stressing the word guess.

“No, sir.” The aide cleared his throat again. “There is one thing, however. An aide to Senator Murray from Chicago has been asking questions.”

The man frowned. “What kind of questions?”

The aide shook his head. “Just asking about you, whether your name was coming up for anything in the next cabinet. The questions got back to us.”

“Chicago? Murray? She’s not a player. Why would an aide of hers being nosing around? Who is he?”

“Some young guy named Troy Maxim.” The aide shrugged. “Could be a supporter of yours. Although working for Murray...” His thoughts trailed off. Murray was as liberal as they came, not likely to be a fan of his boss. “But he was in the Marines, I believe — he may know you.”

The man frowned, tapping his fingers on the edge of his desk. He turned to his computer, typed in a name in a search prompt, and punched in the number that appeared into the phone. He asked the person on the other end a question and waited impatiently for an answer. When it came, he grunted, then jotted down four names and handed it to his aide.

The aide looked at the list. Troy Maxim was at the top.

“Check these four out. Start with the Marines, see if the others are still in. I want to know where they are now, what they’re doing. Top priority, you understand?”

The aide nodded his head. “Yes, sir.” He didn’t ask questions. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what his boss was doing.

Howard Parker leaned back in his chair and stared out the window. “I want that nomination,” he said. 

“Yes, sir,” the aide said.

The preliminary report on the four was alarming, Parker thought. How the hell could one person be in the wrong place at the wrong time so frequently?

He dismissed John Blankenship as a potential problem. He was still in the Marines, doing embassy duty in Saudi. Danny Brown was a wildcatter on an oilrig off the coast of Louisiana. Not a real threat, although Parker ordered a profile to be developed on him just in case.

But the other two. God Almighty.

Troy Maxim, son of well-to-do doctors in Chicago, graduate of Northwestern, aide to the notoriously liberal, anti-military Senator Abigail Murray. 

“I want to know all about him,” Parker said to his former protégé, now at the FBI, who had brought the report in. “Who are his friends, where he lives, who he sleeps with. I want to know any dirt, any possible ways of getting a handle on this kid.”

“He’s nearly 30,” the FBI agent said mildly. “Not a kid.”

Parker ignored the comment; he was looking at the summary of the fourth person on his list. He shook his head in disbelief.

“And this one. A goddam reporter? For the Seattle Examiner? In my own back yard!” Parker stabbed the preliminary report with his finger at each damning detail. He turned to his computer Rolodex, searching for a name. “Donnelly. There’s a police detective out there in Seattle who owes me a favor or two. I’ll get with him. Have him dig. We have to be prepared to bury this guy. A damn reporter!”

The FBI agent frowned. “Aren’t you over-reacting? I can see tracking this Maxim guy but profiling a reporter can come back and bite you in the ass.”

“You don’t understand,” Parker said. “And I can’t tell you the details. Trust me. This isn’t just a matter of my political future, but also of national security. We have to be ready to move quickly to contain any problem here.”

The FBI agent stood up. “I’ll get it going,” he said. 

“Get 24-hour surveillance on Maxim ASAP.”

“Got it.”

Parker nodded. He waited until the agent had closed the door behind him, then leaned back and closed his eyes for a brief moment. He opened them, looking around his office as if for the first time. 

The office was spacious, a fourth-floor corner window office of an anonymous government building in Foggy Bottom. One wall had photos of important people, awards and commendations and medals. The other wall was filled with shelves of books. Nothing personal. No pictures of his wife or son. No sports trophies. Or vacation souvenirs. He snorted. 

His title was as bland as the building, a national security analyst for the Department of Defense, although his office was actually part of the State Department complex. The title did nothing to reveal the power he pulled. He looked out the window. Lights were coming on over the city.

Parker shut down his computer, carefully locked his desk. He shrugged into his wool overcoat, and went to the outer office, locking his door behind him. His aide had already left for the night. Parker locked the outer door as well, then took the stairs to the ground floor. 

On impulse he took the Metro to the Mall, walked to the Lincoln Memorial. It never failed to move him. In spite of all his personal problems, Abraham Lincoln had taken care of his country. Parker approved of that. 

He turned toward the Capitol walking briskly in the early evening. The Washington Monument loomed over the Reflecting Pool. A few people were out, but not many. It was cold, in a brisk way, but no snow. None of D.C.’s ugly winter yet. All the years he’d been here, he still hated the winters. At least in Seattle the snow had the decency to stay in the mountains where it could be admired and occasionally visited. 

He smiled at his own whimsy. For all the horrible winters and the sweltering, humid summers, there was no place to be but here. This was the most powerful city in the most powerful country of the world. 

I have served this country all my life, he thought wonderingly. Politics and the military had always swirled around him; his family had been involved in both for generations — that and dairy farming. Back in those days military and politics were pretty much the same in the Washington state, thanks to Scoop Jackson and men like him. Men like himself, he thought.

Then ROTC at University of Washington. Then the Marines. A command in SE Asia. Back to the states. Various posts, but here was home. D.C. was where he belonged. He retired from the Marines at the end of his 20, went to work for the CIA, then back over to the DOD. 

Nominated for Secretary of Homeland Security. He smiled. He wanted the power, he could taste it, but more than that, he wanted to accomplish the things he could do with that power. For the country. Patriotism might have gone out of favor, he thought, but he was a patriot and proud to be so. 

All the things he had done, those he could talk about and those he never would, he’d done for the country. Including the operation that had gone so tits up. He shook his head, pulled out his cell phone.

“Yo.”

“Make sure you’ve got a watch on Maxim 24/seven. He’s got to be watched. His phone tapped. If he starts to go public, we need to know immediately. No delays.”

“Got it.”

Parker continued on his walk, faster now, headed toward the next Metro station, and home to Fairfax. His wife would have dinner waiting. Or the cook would. He couldn’t remember if Sarah was here or in Seattle. It didn’t matter. He walked on.

Someone was watching him — Troy Maxim was sure of it. He tried not to walk too fast, to not look over his shoulder. A mugger? A police officer wondering what a Black guy was doing in this part of Georgetown? 

I live here, damn it, he thought angrily. He might be better off in Adams Morgan or some part of town where Black people were more common. But he liked the nightlife of Georgetown. He’d only been questioned by an officer once. It just freaked him out, that was all. He loitered in front of a store window to let whoever was back there catch up. No one did. He looked back, casually, he hoped. No one. Troy didn’t find that reassuring. He was being followed, he was sure of it. If the person was staying out of sight, it meant.... Troy stiffened a bit. 

Am I paranoid? he wondered. There had been odd looks among other Senate aides and staff members. People asking for him at his apartment complex but not leaving names. He walked faster, his hands in his pockets. He wished for a weapon. Senate aides were not supposed to be armed, weren’t supposed to need a weapon. 

He let himself into the foyer of his apartment complex. The security guard nodded to him. “Cold tonight,” he said. “Snow maybe?”

Troy smiled. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. It’s not that cold.”

The guard shrugged. “We had someone try to get in again, earlier,” he said. “Seems like if they’re thieves, they’d find easier pickings.”

Troy hesitated. “Tried how?”

“Tried to come in through the parking garage. Pretty good at it, actually. Avoided the cameras, all the way to the elevator. But they didn’t have a key there, so the alarm went off.” The guard shrugged again. “They were gone before we got down there. Almost professional.”

“Not as good as you guys,” Troy tried to joke. His voice seemed to clog in his throat.

The guard smiled. “We hope.”

Troy took the elevator to his fourth-floor, one-bedroom apartment. He liked the space, plenty for one man. Especially for a man who had gone from Marines to dorm room to here. 

Another attempt to get in the building. Troy shook his head. It didn’t have to have anything to do with him; there were probably a hundred people in this building. He felt a chill along the back of his neck just the same.

He flipped on the lights; the light on his answering machine was blinking. He hit replay.

The first was from his mom. He would call her back a bit later. The second from a woman he’d been seeing — she hoped she’d see him sometime this week? He hesitated, not sure he wanted to continue seeing her. Or was the paranoia eating at him? Making him a hermit.

The third message was from a voice he didn’t recognize. There was no name given. “Listen. You’ve been asking questions you don’t need to ask, about a man who doesn’t need you asking questions. Stop. We will be watching you. If we have to be more convincing, your family lives in Chicago. Your grandmother lives outside Atlanta. We can get them. We can get you.”

Troy swallowed. He hit replay, listened to the message again. Listened to it a third time. It wasn’t a prank, he thought. It was real. Someone wanted him to stop asking questions. The only questions he’d asked lately — beyond do you want three copies of this or four — were about Howard Parker’s name being mentioned for the Department of Homeland Security.

The phone rang. He jumped. Hesitated, then answered it.

“Hello?”

“Troy Maxim?” a man’s hesitant voice said.

“This is he.”

“You’ve been asking questions about Howard Parker.”

“So?” Maxim said cautiously.

“I have some information you might want.”

“What information?”

“No way. I have to give it to you in person, not over the phone.”

Troy hesitated; the earlier threat scared him. It wouldn’t hurt to be wary. “How do I know you aren’t trying to set me up for something?”

“For what?” They were both silent, then the voice continued. “I heard you were asking questions about Parker and his possible nomination. I think... I think the nomination is a really bad idea. You can’t know. Parker... he’s ruthless, mean.”

Troy interrupted. “Lot of men are ruthless, especially here. Is he corrupt?”

“Decide for yourself.”

With some reservations, Troy agreed to meet.

“I don’t want to see you, be seen by you. Just give you some stuff.”

“Sure,” Troy told the source, soothing him. Chances were the stuff wasn’t worth much, but what the hell. If someone was willing to threaten him, maybe there was more to it.

“Meet me at Rich’s tomorrow night. Sit at the bar.”

Troy followed the instructions. The next night he was seated at the bar in Rich’s, a quiet, drinkers’ bar not far from his apartment. Unexpectedly, the bartender carded him.

“Hey,” Troy protested. “I’m 30 for God’s sake.”

The bartender shrugged. “So what, let’s see some ID.”

Troy dug out his wallet; handed over his driver’s license. The bartender wanted another piece. Furiously, Troy handed over several more pieces.

The bartender apologized. Gave Troy a drink on the house. Hardly mollified, Troy looked around. Where was the little jerk that set this up, anyway?

Troy waited a half-hour. No one showed. Feeling put upon, he slid off the bar stool and started to leave. 

“Sir!” the bartender called. “You forgot your briefcase.”

Troy started to deny it was his, then met the bartender’s eyes. “Damn,” he said. “Thanks.”

He picked up the briefcase — which he’d never seen before — and left the bar.

He waited until he got home to look in the briefcase. A couple of sheets of paper, and a computer disk. He read the sheets, then swallowed hard when he realized that Parker had ordered an investigation of him. The computer disk wouldn’t work in his PC. Troy frowned. A Mac disk? He’d have to find one and try it.

He was looking for a safe place to hide the disk in his apartment when he heard light scratches at the door. He stopped in the doorway to the kitchen, barely breathing. He took a deep breath. “Who’s there?” he called. The noise stopped. Barely audible at all, steps moved away from the door.

Troy sagged against the doorframe. Shit, he thought. Shit. Shit. Shit.

He looked at the disk in his hands. It had to be all related, he thought. Coincidence? He snorted. He didn’t believe in that kind of coincidence. He went to his desk, pulled out a couple of other files. No time to make copies, but he knew what his files said. The disk? How could they know about the disk? He just got it tonight. Unless it was a set up. Plant something on him. The papers had seemed valid, however. 

What now? He made a couple of calls. Then called the airlines, booked a flight. Thank God for American Express. It was Friday night. He could get this stored away and still back at work on Monday.

He threw some things into a backpack, and left his apartment, carefully locking up. Some instinct deep inside his brain said to move fast and he did.

The FBI agent made his report in person to Parker, at Parker’s house in Virginia. The house was gracious and inviting, the work of Parker’s wife more than anything. Parker didn’t care much. His natural environment was his office. But you had to have the trappings of success. It meant things to some people. Gave you credibility. Parker never complained about Sarah’s expenditures. She made him look good.

“So, you lost him,” Parker said, looking at the man in front of him. Steve Addison was a solid man, about six feet tall, with light brown hair and brown eyes. He gave little away, even now. Ten years ago, he’d been a Marine lieutenant, whose assignment had put him under Parker’s scrutiny. Parker had liked what he saw. He was able to give Addison’s military career a boost; they’d stayed in touch over the years. Parker could count on him, to a point, to be loyal.

“Yeah,” Addison admitted. “Tailed him to a bar, thought he was out for the evening. So we decided to try getting into his apartment to plant that bug in his phone. Damned difficult apartment complex to get into — had to flash a badge, finally. Turns out he beat us home. Scared 10 years off our lives, hearing him call out to us.”

Parker frowned. “So you didn’t get the wiretap installed.”

“No.”

“And you scared him, and he ran.”

“Looks like it,” Addison said. “We beat it out of there. He must have come out while we were trying to figure out what next. Didn’t see anything of him this morning. He doesn’t answer his phone. He’s gone.” Addison shrugged. “I called a source at the telephone company, got his phone calls. Don’t know what he said, so not as good as a bug, but....” He handed the list over to Parker.

Parker scanned it. The Seattle area code jumped out at him. “Hell,” he said.

“Yeah. He made a call there, and one to Brown in Shreveport, Louisiana. I pulled his phone calls for the last few weeks — he’s called Brown before. First time he’s called Seattle.”

“Check the airlines?”

Addison nodded. “Found a ticket for Maxim to Chicago. Except he didn’t get there. We had someone waiting at the airport for his flight. He apparently got off at a stop along the way — he chose a goddamn puddle jumper flight — we’re looking.”

Parker tapped the phone records. “Chances are he’s in Shreveport or Seattle.”

“We’re looking,” Addison said. “We’ll find him.”

“You got his apartment staked out?”

“Sort of.” At Parker’s frown, he said defensively, “This is all off the books, you know? I don’t have unlimited resources. There is a limit to how wide a net I can cast. Unless you want to make it official?”

Parker shook his head. Hell no, I don’t want it official, he thought. Dumb ass. “No, I’d like to keep it on the QT for a bit longer. It may get to that, however.”

“What about Shreveport?”

“Easier. Brown lives with his sister who’s a second-grade teacher. Pretty girl. He works for Arco out in the Gulf, one week on, one week off. Works hard, parties hard. Never had a complicated thought in his life.”

Parker thought about it. “If Maxim has any brains he’ll go to Seattle.”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m betting on. But,” he paused as his cell phone went off. “Yo.”

“We found the ticket. He went to Seattle. Plane got in there about an hour ago, before we could get an agent to meet him. We’ve lost him.”

“Thanks.” Addison hung up, turned to Parker. “You heard?”

Parker took a deep breath. “Start the containment plan we talked about. We are on minus time.”

“Are you sure?” 

Parker knew Addison wasn’t comfortable with the containment plan. Sometimes Fibbies didn’t have what it took. They always want to color between the lines. Addison had been more flexible 10 years ago.

“It’s going to take a week to get it in place,” Addison said. When Parker started to say something, Addison went on, “Unless you make it official.”

Parker glared at him. Addison didn’t flinch. “Do it,” Parker said finally. “Unofficially.”

Addison called the office Monday morning. “He’s back,” he said with no preamble.

“Maxim?”

“Yeah. He showed up for work this morning.”

Parker paused, thinking how much if any this changed things. “Roust him.”

“For what?” Addison asked. “Don’t ask me to put my job on the line here, Howard. I’m in your corner, but I like being an FBI agent. Gathering information is one thing. Rousting a congressional aide is another.”

“Did you check out all those phone calls that he’d made?” Parker said.

“No,” Addison said warily.

“Several were to the FBI.”

“To who?”

“Don’t know,” Parker lied. He knew good and well who Maxim called. “But your neck is on the line right along with mine, here. You’re in too deep to start quibbling.”

Silence. “I need some kind of reason,” Addison said plaintively.

“Suspected violation of the National Security Act,” Parker suggested.

“What?”

“Maxim is about to spill national secrets.”

“Yeah, but to the FBI!”

“And may have already shared them with a reporter.”

“One who apparently already knew.”

Parker sighed. “Look you’re asking me for a pretense. Here it is. You pull him in for questioning. Then you let me take it from there.”

“And I’m off the hook?” Addison said with relief in his voice. 

Parker smiled. “I’ll have someone ready to take Maxim off your hands immediately. You’ll be turning him over to the Marines. What more could you ask for?”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

Three FBI agents were waiting for him outside Senator Murray’s office when he left at 6 p.m. Addison had chosen the location deliberately. Destroy Maxim’s credibility. He wanted it so that even if Maxim talked, no one would listen. Two of the agents who were picking him up knew nothing. The third agent, a Parker loyalist, could handle things. He knew what to do. He detailed the third agent to report the results directly to Parker. Addison stayed in his FBI office, hoping to stay out of the loop for good.

“Troy Maxim?” one agent said, flashing his badge.

“Yes,” Maxim said warily.

“We want you to come with us for questioning.”

“What about?”

“That will be explained at the other end,” the agent said. 

Other members of Murray’s staff were in the doorway watching. Maxim hesitated. 

“Do you have a warrant?”

“Do we need one?” the second agent asked. Amazing how FBI agents look alike, Maxim thought. He would have a hard time telling these apart if he ever saw them again — well two of them. The silent one was a bit older, looked more like a city cop, or ex-military. The other two, however, were the tall, lean, early 30s types in suits. 

“Or tell me what you’re wanting to know.” 

“Violation of the National Security Act,” the first agent said.

“What?” Troy asked, confused.

“You’re just being asked to accompany us for questioning,” the first agent repeated.

“He doesn’t have to go,” someone said from the doorway. There was a mutter of agreement. “Make them come back with a warrant, Troy.”

“Is that what you want? We want your assistance in an investigation. But we can get a warrant.”

Troy hesitated again. It could be in relationship to his call to the FBI, he tried to reassure himself. The badges were real. But this seemed awfully public. He thought the FBI guy he’d talked to wanted it to stay discreet. 

The older agent took his arm. “Come on,” he said. His voice was that of a long-time smoker, low and rough. Troy started to shake him off, found he couldn’t. The other two agents fell in alongside him, and he was muscled along. He doubted that his coworkers even realized he was going without a choice. 

He started to protest.

“You want to make a scene?” said Gravel Voice. “We can take you out in handcuffs.”

“I thought you just wanted my participation in an investigation,” Troy protested. They went out of the building, past the security guard. A car was waiting in front in a no-park zone.

“Right.” Gravel Voice shoved him in the back seat, got in beside him. “You know the reality, asshole.”

Shit, Troy thought. This does not sound like the good guys.
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SHREVEPORT, LA. (Tuesday, Nov. 27, 2012) — Danny Brown looked out the window of the helicopter as it landed at Arco Field. He was always ready to get off that damn oilrig by the end of his week-long shift. He liked the work and the guys he worked with. And he really liked the money. But one week on a rig the size of a city block with a hundred guys — and maybe a dozen women — well, that was enough. 

He hopped out of the copter, grabbed his bag, and trotted toward the parking lot. Home was in Shreveport, a two-and-a-half-hour drive north. He stashed his stuff in the lockbox of his pickup, a Chevy Silverado that every state patrol cop on Highway 171 knew. He patted it lovingly. He’d been torn between the dark blue and the silver, finally gone with the blue. Behind the wheel, he grinned, started it up, and gunned it out of the parking lot. Free.

And God damn it, he was going to get some answers from Troy as soon as he got home. He tried dialing Troy’s number in D.C. but there was no answer. He dialed home, but no answer there either. He glanced at his watch; his sister must be working late.

Some of the guys teased him about living in Shreveport with his sister, but Danny didn’t care. She was all the family he had. His kid sister. They’d grown up in Shreveport, she’d gotten her teaching degree and got hired there. He made good money, and the two of them had a house together. One of those old Southern-style houses. Three stories, white, lots of trim around the large front porch. He loved it. One of these days, one of them — hopefully both of them — would get married, have kids. And there’d be real family again. He’d missed that feeling since his parents died when he was 14. 

Being out on the oilrig for Thanksgiving this year really sucked, but Kristy had promised they’d celebrate it this week with all the trimmings. He smiled. Turkey, stuffing, potatoes and gravy, sweet potato pie. Kristy was a damn fine cook. 

But God damn it, he wished he’d asked Troy more questions or something. Yeah, yeah, Troy was an old Marine buddy, but in hindsight, he wasn’t happy to have taken that package for him. What was Troy into? 

Danny wasn’t worried about drugs, or any of that shit. Troy wouldn’t need to hide that crap with him. But the more he’d thought about it — and he’d had a whole week to do nothing but think — the more he realized how scared Troy was, and how odd it was he’d come to Louisiana. It wasn’t just a short little jaunt.

Danny brooded about it for the long drive. He drove fast — to hell with the cops — with a country station blaring as loud as the stereo would crank. 

He slowed down when he reached the edge of Shreveport, tried calling his sister again. Where was she? She wouldn’t be at school this late. 

“Come on, boy,” he said out loud. “She’s probably out with friends, stopped at the grocery store, whatever.”

Still, one of the things he loved Kristy for was the lengths she went to make a home for the two of them. She understood his desire for family — even if it was just the two of them. She wouldn’t be someplace else when he was due home. He couldn’t remember a time, ever, when she hadn’t been waiting at the door, with the smells of a good meal wafting around her.

He turned off the main thoroughfare into the quiet neighborhood they lived in. Old trees lined the streets. The houses and yards were well cared for. He smiled. He liked what he’d been able to do for his sister, for himself. It beat the hell out of the foster homes. Four years of being tossed from home to home, his sister in tow behind him. He wasn’t going anywhere without her. The system had caved.

He pulled into the driveway, opened the garage door, rolled in. The garage was a white shed unattached to the house. An old house in an established neighborhood.

Danny got out, grabbed his duffel bag, and trotted into the house through the back door. “Kristy, I’m home!” he called out, entering the kitchen

He stopped in his tracks. “Holy shit,” he whispered. The kitchen had been trashed. Every drawer was opened, dumped on the floor. Flour scattered. Dishtowels in a heap by the stove. The oven door was ajar. The dishwasher door was completely off.

“Kristy!”

Scared now, Danny dropped his bag, raced through the house. Each room was like the first. Torn apart, thoroughly searched, then trashed in rage at not finding whatever the person was looking for. 

“Kristy?” Danny took the stairs at a trot. The upstairs looked like the downstairs, only worse. Mattresses ripped with a knife. Clothes torn and thrown around. 

“Kristy!” His voice sounded like some old dog wailing for its owner.

The message light was blinking. Please God, let Kristy have been away when this happened, Danny prayed. He pushed in the access code, did it wrong the first time, fumbled through it again.

There was one message.

“Listen asshole. We know you’ve got what we want. We have your sister. We’ll trade. How’s that? You sit tight. We will be in contact with you.”

Danny stood in the middle of Kristy’s bedroom, listening to the message again and again. He was breathing hard. His muscles in his shoulders hunched, fists clenched. He wanted something he could hit. He hung up the phone. It rang.

“Hello?”

“You got our message?”

Danny looked around him. “Yeah.”

“Then listen up. We’ll trade. You give us the package Maxim gave you, and we let your sister go.”

“I don’t have any package,” Danny said urgently. 

“Don’t give us that shit. We know Maxim brought you a package a week ago. We want it.”

“I don’t have it!” 

“Then you can say goodbye to your sister.”

The phone went dead. Danny looked around him wildly. He didn’t have the package. Troy had asked him to put it in a safe place. He had. Yeah, so safe you can’t find it again, he thought wryly. Like the crayons he’d hidden as a kid. Couldn’t find them himself. Well it wasn’t quite that bad....

The phone rang again. Danny grabbed at it. “Yeah!”

“Thought it over?” said the same gravelly voice. A smoker, Danny thought. 

“Look, you have to believe me. Yeah, Troy came here. He asked me to hold something for him. But I didn’t. You got to believe me. If I had it, I’d give it to you.”

“Troy says he gave it to you.”

“He’s lying. Look, you turn Kristy loose and take me. She’s got nothing to do with anything! She teaches second graders, for God’s sake.”

“Look you dumb shit, we need that package. You can’t get it for us if you’re locked up here, now can you? We keep your sister. You find that package. When you do, you leave open your garage door. Someone will be in contact.”

There was a dial tone again. Garage door. Someone was watching the house. Danny thought furiously. He wished he’d told Troy no. He’d been wishing he had told him no. But now.... 

He dumped the dirty clothes out of his duffel bag, stuffed in some clean ones. He looked at the book that fell out of his bag, hesitated, and stuffed it back in. 

He was going after Troy. He left the house as it was, left the car in the garage. Cutting out the back through the alley, he jogged down to the street behind his house. It was early evening, dark enough to give him some protection. He hiked out to the main thoroughfare and caught the local commuter to the city center. The Hilton had a bus to the airport, he caught it. Bought a ticket to D.C.

Washington, D.C. is too much for a country boy like me, Danny thought, as he took the bus into the city from Dulles Airport. Hustle and bustle. People moved too fast, going places he didn’t understand. He’d been to Troy’s place Christmas before last when Troy had just moved to Georgetown. The city was fine when you were with someone who knew their way around. He’d liked seeing the sights, and Georgetown had some pretty happening spots. 

Trying to navigate on his own, however, stressed him out. He used the buses simply because he understood buses, could watch out the window, see if he was going in the right direction. He didn’t know what to tell a taxi driver, and the Metro scared the hell out of him. The Iraqi desert wasn’t this bad, he thought ruefully, but then he hadn’t been alone there. He didn’t do well alone.

He found Troy’s apartment complex, watched it all afternoon. He saw Troy’s parents — recognized them from the pictures Troy carried — come out once, and go back in. Shit, that didn’t look good, he thought. What were they doing here? They lived in Chicago or someplace like that. The second time Troy’s dad came out alone; Danny walked up to him.

“I’m Danny Brown, a friend of Troy’s,” he began. 

Dr. Maxim nodded. “I remember Troy talking about you,” he said. “Have you seen him? Heard from him?”

Danny shook his head. “Not since about a week ago. What’s happened?”

“He’s missing, oh God, we....” Dr. Maxim shook his head, blinked back tears. He started to walk away.

Danny touched his arm. “Please. Tell me what’s going on.”

Dr. Maxim turned back toward him. “He’s disappeared. Twice — I guess. His office — he works for Senator Murray, you know — says some FBI agents came and got him last Monday — a week ago — to ask some questions. He didn’t show up for work Tuesday, called in sick, the phone log says.” Dr. Maxim shook his head. “When he didn’t show up for Thanksgiving, we were alarmed. Started calling. No one has seen him. When did you say you saw him?”

“The weekend before that,” Danny said, figuring it out. “FBI? What would they want with him?”

Dr. Maxim shook his head. “We flew out here last Friday. Asking questions. Finally filed a missing persons report. Don’t think they took it seriously until we showed him Troy’s apartment. It had been completely trashed. And it’s a secured building!”

Danny took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “No word? No messages? No nothing?”

Dr. Maxim shook his head. “He wouldn’t have missed Thanksgiving without saying something! We thought maybe a girlfriend, but he’d have told us. And the apartment....”

Danny started walking away. Shit, he thought. Dr. Maxim called after him, “If you hear from him?”

Danny turned and nodded. “I’ll let you know,” he promised. 

God damn it Troy, what the hell did you do? he thought. He found himself a bar, ordered a Bud, sat down to sort out his thoughts. He needed to go back to Shreveport. He could get the package, somehow, and open that damn garage door. Trade it for Kristy. Let Troy.... He trailed off there. Would they really let Kristy go? He thought about that for a bit. No, he decided. He didn’t see how they — whoever they were — could let either of them go. Too risky. The FBI angle confused him. He thought about that. Didn’t sound like going to the cops would
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