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Six weeks before she was to become president of the United States, Elena Marquez invited six people to a meeting in Washington. She called each of them personally and asked them to keep the meeting private. None knew who else had been invited.

Marquez was forty-three years old, a former congresswoman from New York, and the first woman elected president. She had defeated Richard Vale after a bitter campaign that left the country divided. Vale’s administration had been accused of corruption, favoritism in government contracting, and allowing politics to interfere with federal agencies. Relations with several of America’s closest allies were in poor shape. The government was spending far more money than it collected.

Marquez knew what was wrong. She had spent much of the campaign talking about it. Now she needed people who could help her do something about it.

Jonathan Pierce was the first to arrive at the conference room. At sixty-three, he was a successful lawyer who had spent most of his career representing large corporations and occasionally foreign governments. He knew Washington well, although he had never held public office and had no desire to do so.

Three days earlier Marquez had called him at home.

“Jonathan, I need someone who knows how Washington works but isn’t impressed by it.”

“That narrows the field considerably,” he told her.

“I know. Will you come?”

He agreed to attend. He had not agreed to anything else.

Pierce was pouring himself a cup of coffee when Thomas Whitcomb arrived. Whitcomb had recently retired as chairman of an international bank. The two men had known each other for years, sometimes finding themselves on opposite sides of business transactions.

“Thomas. I might have guessed you’d be here.”

“I could say the same about you,” Whitcomb replied. “Do you know what she wants?”

“I have a pretty good idea.”

“Then I hope you’re prepared to work harder than you have in years.”

Pierce laughed. “I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

“Neither have I.”

Four others arrived over the next fifteen minutes.

Catherine Ellsworth had recently retired as president of a major university. She had a reputation for finding talented people and persuading them to take on difficult jobs. Alexandra Chen had built a successful technology company specializing in artificial intelligence and industrial automation. She had stepped away from its daily management and was considering what to do next.

General Robert Harlan had spent his career in the Army, rising to four-star rank before retiring after a disagreement with the Vale administration over defense policy. Margaret Ashford, a former secretary of state, was known around the world. She had spent decades dealing with foreign leaders, including some who had no particular affection for the United States.

Ashford knew several people in the room. She greeted them and took a seat beside Harlan.

“This is an unusual collection of people,” she said.

“That’s what worries me,” Pierce replied.

At nine o’clock Marquez entered. She shook hands with everyone, sat at the head of the table, and thanked them for coming.

“I won’t waste your time,” she said. “You know what happened during the last administration, and you know the problems we’re facing. I asked you here because I believe those problems can be fixed. Not overnight, but they can be fixed.”

She looked around the table.

“I’m going to ask each of you to help me. Before you say yes or no, I want you to understand what I have in mind.”

Marquez began with the national debt.

“We spend more than we take in, year after year. Interest alone is costing us a fortune. Every dollar we pay in interest is a dollar we can’t spend on something useful. Thomas, can we get control of this?”

Whitcomb nodded. “Yes, but it won’t be easy. We’ve been borrowing money to cover expenses for so long that people have come to accept it as normal. It isn’t.”

“What would you do?”

“First, find out where the money goes. I mean really find out, not just read the budget reports. There are programs that should have ended years ago and contracts that nobody has seriously questioned. We can save money there. But we’ll also need the economy to grow, and we’ll have to make some difficult choices.”

“How long before we see results?”

“We can start saving money right away. Getting the budget into balance will take years.”

“That’s fine,” Marquez said. “I’m not looking for miracles. I’m looking for progress.”

She turned to Chen.

“Alexandra, I’ve been told that some federal agencies are using computer systems that belong in a museum. Is that an exaggeration?”

“Not much of one,” Chen said. “There are agencies buying separate systems to do almost the same job. Some employees spend their days moving information from one place to another when a computer could do most of it. And the government pays enormous sums for software that private companies can buy off the shelf.”

“Can artificial intelligence help?”

“Certainly. But we need to be sensible about it. We can use it to speed up routine work and help employees do their jobs. We shouldn’t fire thousands of people and hope a machine can replace them. I’d rather start with a few agencies, prove what works, and then expand.”

Marquez liked that answer. “And you’d be willing to take charge of it?”

“I’d be willing to look at the job,” Chen said. “I’d want good people and the authority to get things done.”

“You’ll have both, as far as the law allows.”

Harlan had been listening quietly. Marquez turned to him.

“General, we spend an extraordinary amount on defense. Are we getting our money’s worth?”

“Sometimes,” he answered. “We have the best military in the world, but we waste money. There are weapons programs that should have been canceled years ago. They stay alive because factories are located in the right congressional districts. There are contractors who charge more than they should because they know we depend on them.”

“Can we do anything about it?”

“We can, but we’ll make enemies. Some of those contractors have friends in Congress. And I should warn you that not everyone in the Pentagon will welcome an outsider asking questions.”

“I didn’t invite you because I thought you’d be popular.”

Harlan smiled. “Then we understand each other.”

“What about our military people?” Marquez asked. “I keep hearing from veterans who wait months for medical appointments or disability decisions. That’s unacceptable.”

“It is,” Harlan said. “And it’s something I’d like to work on. Those men and women did their jobs. The government ought to do its job for them.”

“Good. Put it on your list.”

Marquez had another concern that she wanted Harlan to examine. The government relied on private companies for many essential military services, including communications satellites. She was not opposed to private contractors, but she did not like the idea that any one company might become so important that the military could not operate without it.

“We’ll take a close look,” Harlan said. “Some of those arrangements may be perfectly reasonable. Others may not be.”

“That’s all I’m asking. Find out.”

She turned to Ashford.

“Margaret, how bad is the damage overseas?”

“Bad enough,” Ashford replied. “I’ve spoken to leaders who used to consider the United States their most dependable friend. Now they wonder whether our word means anything. Some are making arrangements with countries they wouldn’t have considered dealing with ten years ago.”

“Can we win them back?”

“Some of them. But you can’t repair a friendship by sending out a press release. You have to pick up the phone, talk to people, and sometimes admit that we treated them badly.”

“Would you be willing to make those calls?”

“I already know who I’d call first.”

“Then I hope you’ll do it.”

Ashford hesitated. “I want to be sure of one thing. If I tell these people that the United States is changing course, I need to know you mean it. I can’t ask them to trust us and then have Washington embarrass me six months later.”

“I understand,” Marquez said. “I can’t promise there won’t be disagreements. But I can promise you won’t be sent overseas to defend policies I don’t believe in.”

“That’s a good beginning.”

Catherine Ellsworth had been taking notes. Marquez asked her what she thought.

“I think you have the right ideas,” Ellsworth said. “But you’re going to need hundreds of good people to carry them out. Six of us can’t run the government.”

“I agree. That’s why I wanted you here.”

“You want me to find them.”

“I want you to help find them. People who know what they’re doing, who aren’t looking for a title or a photograph with the president. Some will have to give up very good jobs to come to Washington.”

“And some won’t come unless they know they’ll be allowed to work,” Ellsworth said.

“Then tell them they will.”

Ellsworth put down her pen. “I can make a list. But I’m going to recommend people who disagree with you now and then.”

“I hope you do. I have enough people telling me how wonderful I am.”That drew a laugh from the table.

Pierce had said little since Marquez arrived. She turned to him.

“Jonathan, you’ve been unusually quiet.”

“I’ve been listening. What you’re proposing makes sense. But I see one problem.”

“Only one?”

“For the moment.”

“Go ahead.”

“These people have spent their lives running businesses, universities and military organizations. Government doesn’t operate quite the same way. Congress has a say. There are laws, regulations and people who can delay almost anything. You can’t just tell an agency to change and expect it to happen.”

“I know that.”

“Then you’ll need someone to help you work through it. Someone who knows which obstacles are real and which are excuses.”

Marquez smiled. “I was hoping you’d volunteer.”

“I was afraid of that.”

“I need a chief of staff who will tell me when I’m wrong. I think you could do that.”

“I’ve been telling people they’re wrong for forty years.Usually they pay me quite well for it.”

“I’m afraid the salary here will disappoint you.”

“Not as much as the hours, I suspect.”

Pierce took a sip of coffee. “Let me think about it.”

“That’s fair.”

Marquez had one more subject to raise before they began discussing specific assignments.

“During the campaign I heard stories about inspectors who were fired for asking questions, contracts awarded to political friends, and people who were afraid to report wrongdoing. I don’t know how many of those stories are true. But I intend to find out.”

Pierce nodded. “You’ll have to be careful. You don’t want the Justice Department looking like a political weapon.”

“It won’t be. Rebecca Sloan will be my attorney general. She’ll decide what deserves investigation, and if there’s evidence of a crime, she’ll follow it. I won’t tell her whom to prosecute.”

“Even if the evidence points to someone who supported you?” Ashford asked.

“Especially then. We can’t clean up the government by protecting our own people.”

Whitcomb leaned forward. “You realize that some very wealthy and powerful people are going to fight you. They’ve made fortunes from the way Washington does business.”

“I expect them to,” Marquez said. “But that’s not a reason to leave things alone.”

The meeting continued through lunch. Whitcomb wanted access to the government’s financial records. Chen asked to review the largest technology contracts. Harlan wanted to examine defense spending and the problems facing veterans. Ashford began making a list of foreign leaders she knew personally. Ellsworth started writing down names of people she thought might be persuaded to serve.

Pierce asked for a list of the laws and presidential powers that would determine what the new administration could do without waiting for Congress. He also wanted to know which appointments would require Senate confirmation.

Marquez listened and made notes. She was pleased that the discussion had become practical. Nobody was talking about slogans or campaign promises. They were talking about work.

Shortly before one o’clock she ended the meeting.

“I want each of you to send me five names,” she said. “People you would trust with an important job. They don’t have to be famous, and I don’t care what party they belong to. I want people who can solve problems.”

“Five names each?” Ellsworth asked.

“To start with.”

“And what if they say no?”

“Then I hope you’re persuasive.”

They left the building separately. There were no reporters, no photographs and no announcement that the president-elect had assembled a group of advisers.

That evening Whitcomb called two former banking colleagues. Chen began arranging meetings with people who understood government computer systems. Harlan asked a retired general to help him examine a defensecontract he had questioned for years. Ellsworth started her list before she left Washington.

Pierce went home and told his wife that Elena Marquez had offered him a job.

“Did you accept?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

“Are you going to?”

“I think so.”

She laughed. “I knew you wouldn’t stay retired.”

“I was doing a pretty good job of it until this morning.”

Margaret Ashford made her first overseas call after dinner. The president of a European country answered personally. They had known each other for more than twenty years.

“Margaret,” he said. “I wondered when I’d hear from you.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“Not at all. Are you calling for yourself or for the new president?”

“For now, as an old friend.”

“Then tell me something. Is America really going to change?”

“I believe so.”

“I hope you’re right. We have some things we need to talk about.”

“So do we,” Ashford said.

It was a friendly beginning. Neither knew that conversations like this one would eventually uncover financial dealings involving people close to the former president.

For now, Marquez and her new team had plenty of work ahead of them.
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Margaret Ashford was having breakfast when the president of France called. She had known Étienne Moreau for more than twenty years, and he rarely called just to be sociable.

“Margaret, I hear you’ve gone back into politics.”

“Not quite. I had a meeting with our president-elect. That’s all.”

“I know you better than that. You wouldn’t go to Washington for a meeting unless you intended to do something.”

Ashford laughed. “You may be right. How are things in Paris?”

“Not good. We’ve just spent two days in Brussels arguing about whether the United States can still be counted on.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. I don’t think your people understand how much damage Vale did to our relationships.”

Ashford put down her coffee. Moreau had been a friend since his days as finance minister. He could be blunt, particularly when he thought the Americans were wrong. She liked that about him.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

“We used to discuss our problems with Washington. Now we discuss what we’ll do if Washington lets us down. We’re buying more of our military equipment from European companies. We’re making plans that don’t depend on American support. I’m not saying we want to go our own way, Margaret. I’m saying we may have to.”

“And what would you like Elena Marquez to do?”

“Give us a reason to believe things will change.”

“That sounds fair. But she isn’t president yet. I can’t make promises for her.”

“Can you at least tell me what kind of woman she is?”

Ashford thought about the meeting the day before. Marquez had listened to six people who were accustomed to being the most important person in the room. She had asked sensible questions and had not pretended to know everything.

“She’s practical,” Ashford said. “She knows the country has problems, and she isn’t looking for applause. She wants to fix what she can.”

“Will she listen to her friends?”

“She’d better. I intend to tell her things she may not enjoy hearing.”

Moreau laughed. “That sounds like the Margaret I know.”

They talked for another twenty minutes. Moreau agreed to have his national security adviser prepare a list of the agreements and understandings that had broken down during the Vale years. Ashford asked him to speak with the German chancellor as well.

“I’ve already spoken with him,” Moreau said. “He’s angrier than I am.”

“Then perhaps he needs a call from an old friend.”

“He may not think of you as an old friend.”

“I can live with that.”

When they hung up, Ashford wrote a few notes in a small leather notebook. She had used notebooks like it for years. Her assistants had tried to persuade her to keep everything on a computer, but she liked having something she could put in her purse and carry with her.

At the top of the page she wrote: They don’t trust us anymore.

It was a simple statement, but it said almost everything she needed to know.

By midmorning she had spoken with two more former colleagues, one in Japan and another in Brussels. They had different complaints, but the message was much the same. America’s friends were making plans that did not include America.

Jonathan Pierce called shortly before eleven.

“How’s your first day back in diplomacy?” he asked.

“Busy. The French are unhappy, the Germans are unhappy, and the Japanese are being polite about being unhappy.”

“That sounds about right.”

“I need Robert Harlan. I want to know what happened to some of our military agreements, and I don’t want a report written by somebody trying to protect his job.”

“I’ll put you in touch.”

“Jonathan, there’s another thing. We have to be careful about what we say. Elena isn’t president for another six weeks.”

“I know. We can prepare. We can talk. We can’t run the government yet.”

“Good. I’d hate to have our new administration accused of breaking the rules before it takes office.”

Pierce said he would call Harlan. Ten minutes later the general was on the telephone.

“Margaret. I understand you’re trying to repair Europe.”

“I’d settle for finding out what needs repairing. Can you come into Washington this afternoon?”

“I can. But Ihave to warn you, some of what I have to say won’t be pleasant.”

“I’ve been a secretary of state, Robert. I can take unpleasant.”

They met at the policy institute Ashford had led since leaving government. Harlan arrived carrying a folder and wearing a suit that looked as though it had been purchased for the purpose of avoiding suits.

Ashford offered him coffee.

“No, thanks. I’ve had enough to keep me awake for three days.”

“Then sit down and tell me how bad things are.”

Harlan did not try to soften the news. Several military exercises with European allies had been canceled. Intelligence-sharing programs had been reduced. Officers who had worked together for years were no longer invited to the same planning meetings.

“Were all those decisions wrong?” Ashford asked.

“No. Some of our allies were depending too heavily on us, and we had a right to ask them to do more. But Vale turned every disagreement into a fight. He seemed to think embarrassing people in public would make them cooperate.”

“And instead?”

“They stopped trusting us. You can’t run an alliance that way.”

Ashford asked what he would do first.

“Get our people talking to each other again. Let the military commanders sit down with their counterparts and find out what’s still working. Then we can decide what needs to change.”

“That sounds almost too simple.”

“It’s a start. The hard part comes later.”

He opened his folder to a page marked with a yellow tab.

“Here’s an example. We have an air-defense project involving three allied countries. It made sense when it started. Now it’s years behind schedule and costs far more than anyone expected. The American contractor keeps getting extensions.”

“Why?”

“Some of the equipment is difficult to replace. Some members of Congress have jobs in their districts tied to the contract. And some people may have other reasons for keeping it alive.”

“Are you suggesting corruption?”

“I’m suggesting we look at it. I’m not accusing anyone until we have evidence.”

Ashford appreciated the distinction. Too many people in Washington were willing to call an opponent corrupt before they knew the facts.

“Can we cancel the contract?”

“Maybe parts of it. But we have to be careful. Three countries are counting on equipment they’ve already paid for. If we walk away, they’re left holding the bag.”

“So we review it, find out what can be saved, and make sure our allies aren’t punished for our mistakes.”

“That would be my recommendation.”

Ashford studied him for a moment.

“You know, Robert, you sound like a man who’s already decided to work for Marquez.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“You brought a folder.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something to me.”

Harlan smiled. “I’m thinking about it.”

“Think quickly. She’ll need you.”

Later that afternoon, Ashford received a call from the office of Matthias Vogel, the German chancellor. He had agreed to speak with her that evening.

Vogel was not as friendly as Moreau.

“I respect your president-elect,” he said, “but Germany has made decisions we cannot simply undo. We’ve invested in our own defense and technology because we could no longer be certain of American support.”

“I’m not asking you to undo anything,” Ashford replied. “If Germany becomes stronger, that doesn’t have to be bad for us.”

“Your last president didn’t see it that way.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Then what do you want?”

“To start talking again. We have disagreements, but we also have a great deal in common. I’d rather work on those things than spend the next four years arguing about the last four.”

Vogel was quiet for a moment.

“Words are easy, Margaret.”

“I know. That’s why I’m not asking you to believe a speech. Send someone to Washington after the inauguration. We’ll put the problems on the table and see what can be done.”

“No photographers?”

“Not unless we have something worth photographing.”

He laughed at that. Before the call ended, he agreed to send a senior representative to Washington in late January.

Ashford considered it a small victory. She had not repaired relations with Germany, but at least someone was willing to come to the table.

She was getting ready to leave her office when her assistant appeared in the doorway.

“There’s a gentleman from Geneva on the phone. Karim Haddad. He says you met in Vienna years ago.”

Ashford remembered him. Haddad had once advised a Middle Eastern government on financial matters. He had since become an international businessman, the sort who seemed to know everyone but rarely appeared in photographs with them.

“I’ll take it.”

“Karim. It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough, Margaret. I wish I were calling for a happier reason.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m speaking for some people who had business dealings with members of the Vale administration. They’re concerned about what may happen when Marquez takes office.”

“What kind of business dealings?”

“I’d rather not discuss that over the telephone.”

“Then why did you call?”

“Because there are records. Bank transfers, contracts, letters. Some of the people involved are worried those records may come to light.”

Ashford sat back in her chair. She had heard plenty of rumors about Vale and the people around him. Some were probably true. Others had been spread by political enemies. She had no intention of deciding which was which based on one telephone call.

“Are you telling me a crime was committed?”

“I’m telling you there are documents that might interest your government.”

“Then the people holding them should keep them safe.”

“They would also like to talk about their country’s future relationship with the United States.”

“Those are two different matters, Karim.”

“Perhaps to you. Not necessarily to them.”

“They will have to be different matters to us. If somebody has evidence of a crime, that evidence goes to the proper authorities. We aren’t going to trade favors for it.”

“I thought you might say that.”

“Then you’ve saved us both some time.”

Haddad did not hang up.

“Margaret, the people I represent are nervous. Some of them were involved in arrangements they now regret. Others simply know what happened. They want to know whether someone will listen.”

“Someone will listen, but I’m not the person who should receive their documents. And Elena Marquez is not going to decide who gets investigated.”

“Could we meet after the inauguration?”

“You can make a request through the proper channels. I won’t promise a meeting until I know who you represent and what you want.”

“That is fair.”

“Karim, one more thing. Tell your people not to destroy anything. Whatever happened, they’ll only make matters worse by trying to hide it.”

“I’ll pass that along.”

After the call, Ashford remained at her desk. The conversation troubled her. Haddad was too careful to make accusations he could not support, but he was also a businessman. He had called because somebody wanted something.

She telephoned Pierce at home.

“Jonathan, I’ve had a strange call.”

“Is there any other kind in this business?”

“This one came from a man in Geneva. He says there are financial records involving people connected to Vale. He wants to talk about those records and his country’s relationship with us.”

“That sounds like trouble.”

“It could be. I told him we wouldn’t trade diplomatic favors for information. I also told him not to send me anything.”

“Good.”

“I want the transition lawyers to know about the approach. After inauguration, State and Justice can decide how to handle it. I don’t want us touching evidence that belongs in an investigation.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“And keep it quiet. Rightnow we have nothing but a man on a telephone making claims.”

Pierce agreed.

When she finished, Ashford looked at her notes. The day had started with a call about America’s damaged friendships and ended with the possibility of a financial scandal involving the former administration. She could not yet say whether Haddad’s story would lead anywhere.

She could say that the work ahead was going to be more complicated than a few friendly telephone calls.

Across Washington, Elena Marquez was reviewing the federal budget when Pierce called to bring her up to date.

He told her about Ashford’s conversations with the French president and the German chancellor. He explained what Harlan had found in the defense contracts and then mentioned the call from Geneva.

“Did the man give Margaret any evidence?” Marquez asked.

“No. She told him to hold on to whatever he has and wait for the proper authorities.”

“Good. I don’t want anyone thinking we’re offering special treatment in exchange for information about Vale.”

“She made that clear.”

“And the Europeans?”

“They’re willing to talk. They aren’t ready to trust us.”

“I wouldn’t be either, after what happened.”

Marquez thanked him and returned to the figures spread across her desk. The government was spending far more than it collected, and the interest on the nationaldebt was growing. That problem was not going to disappear because a few foreign leaders agreed to take her calls.

But she needed friends abroad as much as she needed capable people at home. If Ashford could begin repairing those relationships, it would make everything else a little easier.

She picked up her pen and wrote two names on a pad: Whitcomb and Harlan.

She would call them in the morning.
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General Robert Harlan had a simple question. Why was the government still paying billions of dollars for an airplane that couldn’t do what it was supposed to do?

He knew the answer wouldn’t be simple. He had spent enough years at the Pentagon to understand how defense contracts worked. Once a company opened factories in a dozen states and hired thousands of people, canceling a program became a political problem as well as a military one.

But he wanted to see the numbers.

Six weeks remained before Elena Marquez took office. Harlan had no authority to demand records, so he asked several contractors to share information voluntarily. Most agreed to talk. A few sent over summaries of their major programs. One company refused.

Meridian Defense Systems was one of the largest defense contractors in the country. It employed eighty thousand people, and its factories were spread across seventeen states. Its biggest project was an aircraft that had been advertised as capable of doing almost everything. After years of delays and enormous cost increases, the airplane still had serious problems.

Charles Belling, Meridian’s chairman, wasn’t interested in discussing them with Harlan.His general counsel brought the request to him one morning.

“He wants a history of the contract,” she said. “The original price, the changes, the reasons for the delays. It’s not a demand. He’s asking us to cooperate.”

“Tell him we’ll be happy to talk after the inauguration.”

“Most of what he’s asking for is already public.”

“Then he can find it himself.”

She closed the folder. “Charles, refusing to meet may make us look as though we’re hiding something.”

Belling looked up from his desk. “Are we?”

“I hope not.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about.”

He returned to his work, signaling that the discussion was over.

There was something to worry about, although it had little to do with the airplane itself. Over several years Meridian had paid large fees to outside consultants. Their invoices described services such as business development and international advice. Some of the payments had been approved by Belling personally.

He had been told everything was legal. He hadn’t asked many questions.

By the next afternoon Belling had called several senators whose states depended on Meridian jobs. He also spoke with a few reporters. His argument was simple. A retired general with no experience running a business was about to threaten thousands of American jobs. Within two days, newspaper columns were questioning Harlan’s judgment and suggesting that the new administration was hostile to the defense industry.

Harlan read one of the articles and called Jonathan Pierce.“I asked them for paperwork,” he said. “They sent me a newspaper campaign.”

“Who?”

“Meridian. Charles Belling.”

“I know Charles.”

“Everybody does. He seems to know half the Senate.”

“That’s because half the Senate has one of his factories in its backyard. What are you going to do?”

“Nothing yet. He doesn’t have to give me anything. But he’s awfully nervous for a man who says his company has nothing to hide.”

“Is the aircraft program the problem?”

“It’s a problem. I’m beginning to wonder if it’s the only one.”

Harlan told him about a reference he’d found in an old congressional report. Meridian had paid outside consultants millions of dollars, but the report said little about what the consultants actually did.

“Could be perfectly legitimate,” Harlan said. “I’d just like to know.”

“Send me what you’ve found,” Pierce replied. “Only the material that’s public.”

That evening Pierce read the report at home. There wasn’t enough to accuse anyone of wrongdoing. A company could hire consultants, and it could refuse a voluntary request from a retired general. Neither was a crime.

But Pierce recognized one of the consulting firms. He had seen its name years earlier in a business dispute that had raised questions about political connections overseas.

He found a telephone number in an old address book.

The man who answered didn’t say hello.

“Nathaniel? It’s Jonathan Pierce.”

“I know who it is.”

“I may have something that interests you.”

“Does it interest you?”

“Enough to call.”

“Then send me what you have. Nothing confidential.”

“Still careful, I see.”

“It’s kept me out of trouble.”

Nathaniel Rourke had spent much of his life working in intelligence. He had left government service years earlier and made a considerable amount of money in private business. Pierce knew him well enough to trust his judgment, although he didn’t always know how Rourke reached it.

Rourke was sixty-one, silver-haired and quiet. He dressed like a banker and preferred that people think he was one. He maintained a small office in Washington and worked with a handful of people he’d known for years. Some were former investigators. Others knew how to follow money through companies that seemed to exist only on paper.

When Pierce’s material arrived, Rourke wasn’t particularly interested in the airplane. He was interested in the consulting fees.

He asked two associates to examine the firms listed in Meridian’s reports. They used public business filings, court records and other information anyone could legally obtain, provided they knew where to look.

One consulting company had been formed shortly before Meridian began paying it. Another had changed owners several times. A third claimed to arrange business opportunities in a country where Meridian had never sold much of anything.

None of that proved a crime. Rourke had seen perfectly honest businesses with complicated arrangements. He had also seen dishonest ones that looked much the same.

A few days later, one of his associates called.

“I think you’ll want to see this.”

She had followed the ownership of one of the consulting companies through several others, eventually reaching an investment firm in Europe. The records didn’t reveal every owner, but they showed connections to a former senior official in Richard Vale’s administration.

Rourke studied the papers.

“Are we sure of the connection?”

“Of the one I’ve marked, yes. Beyond that, no.”

“Good. Don’t guess. Keep looking.”

He considered calling Pierce immediately, then decided against it. He wanted to speak with Belling first.

Meridian’s office declined his request for a meeting. Rourke tried again through a former member of the company’s audit committee. That got Belling’s attention, but not an appointment.

Two evenings later, Belling was having dinner at a Washington restaurant with two other defense executives.

“Every new administration comes in promising to clean house,” he told them. “Then somebody explains how many people will lose their jobs, and suddenly they’re willing to talk.”

“What about Harlan?” one of the men asked.

“He’s a soldier. He’ll learn that generals don’t control the budget. Congress does.”

A waiter approached and handed Belling a card.

“There’s a gentleman who’d like a word with you, sir.”

Belling looked at the name. Nathaniel Rourke. He had heard it before but couldn’t remember where.

“Tell him I’m having dinner.”

“He said it concerns Meridian, and that you’d probably prefer to speak privately.”

Belling excused himself and followed the waiter into a small adjoining room.

Rourke stood to greet him.

“Mr. Belling. Thank you for seeing me.”

“I didn’t agree to see you. You’ve interrupted my dinner.”

“I’ll be brief.”

Rourke placed a folder on the table.

Belling opened it. The first page listed several consulting companies. The next showed dates and amounts paid by Meridian. Other pages traced the ownership of those companies through a series of business registrations.

Belling read without speaking.

“Where did you get this?”

“Mostly public records. Your lawyers can check them.”

“What do you want?”

“Nothing from you.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because I think your board ought to know about these payments. Perhaps it already does.”

“My company follows the law.”

“I hope so. But some of the consulting arrangements are unusual, and one of the names that turns up has connections to the Vale administration. That may be innocent. It may not.”

Belling closed the folder.

“Are you threatening me?”

“No. I’m telling you what I’ve found. If I can find it, so can somebody else.”

“Did General Harlan send you?”

“No.”

“Jonathan Pierce?”

“I’m here on my own.”

Belling pushed the folder back across the table.

“I have excellent lawyers.”

“Then you should show them this. Ask them whether your directors have been told everything they need to know.”

“And if I don’t?”

“That’s your decision.”

Rourke stood.

“Mr. Belling, you’re entitled to oppose the new administration. You’re entitled to defend your contracts. But attacking Harlan in the newspapers isn’t going to answer questions about where Meridian’s money went.”

Belling remained seated.

“Who exactly are you?”

“A man who thinks you should have a serious talk with your board.”

Rourke left the folder on the table and walked out.

Belling didn’t return to dinner. He telephoned his general counsel and asked her to come to his office first thing in the morning.

She arrived at seven thirty and read the papers while he watched.“Is it real?” he asked.

“The company registrations appear to be. We’ll have to verify the rest.”

“Can we make this go away?”

She looked at him.

“Charles, I need to know whether these consultants actually did the work we paid them to do.”

“Of course they did.”

“Then there should be records. Reports, correspondence, something showing what we received.”

“There must be.”

“Must be isn’t good enough. I’ll need to see them.”

By noon she had recommended that the audit committee hire an outside law firm to review the payments. She also told Belling to stop the newspaper campaign against Harlan.

“That’s admitting defeat,” he said.

“No. It’s avoiding a second problem while we try to understand the first.”

Belling was furious, but he agreed.

Two days later Meridian issued a short statement. The company would cooperate with appropriate requests for information about its defense contracts. Its board would also conduct an independent review of certain consulting expenses.

Harlan saw the statement and called Pierce.

“Well, that’s a surprise. Meridian has suddenly decided to cooperate.”

“Maybe somebody gave Belling good advice.”

“Maybe. Jonathan, I want to be clear about something.”

“Go ahead.”

“I don’t want anyone using
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