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“From Dallas, Texas...President Kennedy died at one p.m. Central Standard Time, two o’clock Eastern Standard Time, some thirty-eight minutes ago.”
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—Walter Cronkite, CBS News

November 22, 1963
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Chapter 1
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PRESENT DAY

––––––––
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Jake Miller stared at the two men seated across the table from him. 

He could barely tell them apart. They wore nearly identical dark suits, crisp white shirts, and unadorned dark ties. Both had short hair and were clean-shaven. They even appeared to be about the same age. Jake pegged them as late thirties or early forties. They hadn’t introduced themselves, nor had they shown him any identification.

The table was government issue: gunmetal gray with a scarred Formica top, also gray. The three of them were in a nine-by-nine interview room, barely big enough for the table and three matching chairs. The door was solid and had a lock that could only be operated from the outside. No two-way mirror, but a tinted glass dome in the corner of the ceiling concealed a camera.

“Do you know why you’re here, Agent Miller?” the one on Jake’s left said. Since they hadn’t offered their names, Jake decided to give them names. Smith and Jones. The one who had spoken first was Smith.

“Special Agent Miller,” Jake said.

“Excuse me?”

“As long as you’re using my title, I would appreciate it if you used it correctly. I’m Special Agent Jake Miller, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

“Do you know why you’re here, Special Agent Miller?”

“I have no idea.”

“Tell us about the book,” the other one said, the one Jake had dubbed Jones. And they kept going like that, shoulder to shoulder, like a two-man firing squad, one shooting off a question or a statement, then the other. Back and forth.

“How about you tell me who you are,” Jake said.

“We’ll get to that later. First, tell us about the book.”

“What book?”

“The book your father is writing.”

“If my father is writing a book, maybe you should ask him about it.”

“We can’t find him.”

“But we intercepted an email he sent to you, so you know about the book.”

“Intercepting private electronic communications is a federal offense,” Jake said. “I hope you had a warrant.”

“We were operating under FISA authority,” Smith said, pronouncing the acronym for the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act. “We didn’t need a warrant.”

“So does that mean you think I’m a foreign spy? Or a terrorist?”

“Not necessarily. But we do know that you had extensive contact with one.”

“One what, a spy or a terrorist?”

“You know who we’re talking about.”

Jake shrugged. “He’s dead.”

“We want to know everything he told you.”

“Told me about what?”

The two men stared at Jake for a long time. He wasn’t sure they even blinked. Then Smith said, “Are you a patriot, Special Agent Miller?”

“I guess that depends on your definition of patriot. If you mean the my country right or wrong kind of patriot, then no, I’m not. But if you mean the support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic, then yeah, I am. Which is why I took that very oath when I became an FBI agent.”

“We’re patriots too, Agent Miller,” Jones said, and when Jake didn’t bother to correct him, he added, “And we need your help.”

“Help with what?”

“Closing something out. Once and for all.” 

“Are you with O.P.R.?” Jake asked, referring to the FBI’s internal affairs unit, which went by the rather vague, non-threatening name of the Office of Professional Responsibility, but which some agents casually referred to as the Rat Squad.

“We’re not with the FBI. But we do work for the United States government.”

“So that means you’re CIA,” Jake said.

“We didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. You both have spook written all over you.” Jake glanced down at his watch. It was 8:00 a.m.

“Do you have somewhere else to be?”

“You mean like work?” Jake said.

“We’ll write a note for your boss.”

Jake didn’t say anything.

“What’s the book about?”

“It’s about the truth,” Jake said.

“Whose truth?”

“The truth is the truth. It doesn’t belong to anybody.”

“But who says it’s true?”

“I was there,” Jake said.

“Just because you think you saw something, or somebody told you something, doesn’t make it true. That’s just your perception.”

“My perception? Is that what we’re talking about?”

“Tell us what’s in the book.”

“Why don’t you guys wait for it to come out and read it for yourselves? I don’t want to spoil it for you.”

“That book will never get published,” Smith said.

“Then why are we talking about it?”

Jones leaned closer and rested his elbows on the table. “Tell us how you got involved.”

Jake stared at Jones for a moment. Then at Smith. They were Agency, just as surely as if they’d been wearing ID badges around their necks. But the truth was the truth, right? He’d just said so. And wasn’t the truth what everyone was always chasing? In fact, the CIA itself was so dedicated to the power of the truth that carved into a stone wall inside the Agency’s headquarters building just across the Potomac were the words:

And ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.






“Okay,” Jake said. “I’ll tell you.” Then he pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes and a battered Zippo from the inside pocket of his suit coat. He took his time shaking a cigarette from the pack and sticking it between his lips. He raised the lighter.

“You can’t smoke in here.”

Jake flicked the Zippo’s thumbwheel. A flame leapt from the wick. He held it still a moment, just in front of his Lucky Strike, then touched the fire to the tip of the cigarette. The paper and tobacco crackled. He sucked in the smoke and held it. He’d promised his wife he was going to quit. Maybe this was his last cigarette. Maybe not.

“It’s illegal to smoke in a government building.”

Jake blew the smoke at them. Then he leaned back in his chair and got comfortable. “What are you going to do, arrest me?” Then he started telling them the story.
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Chapter 2
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“It started November 20, 2013, two days before the 50th anniversary. I was the duty agent that week. I was brand new, straight out of the Academy, and it was my first time in the duty rotation. I figured the guy was a nutjob, but I knew I had to go through the motions, even if it was going to make me late for the game.”

***
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WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 20, 2013

––––––––
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FBI Special Agent Jake Miller hurried down the crowded street in Northwest Washington, D.C. The air was much colder now that the sun had set, and he was glad he’d brought his heavy jacket. By the fourth quarter it was going to be freezing up in the nosebleed section of RFK Stadium. 

At the corner of H and 7th, Jake pulled his Blackberry out of his pocket and punched the preset button for his roommate, Chris Stanley. Jake and Chris had been classmates at the FBI Academy, and when they graduated six months ago and both landed the Washington Field Office as their first assignment, they decided to save money by splitting an apartment.

Chris answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you?”

A gust of wind whipping down the street made Jake shiver. “Chinatown.”

“Chinatown?” Chris said. “Fuck are you doing in Chinatown?”

“Duty agent call.”

“The game starts in an hour.”

“It’s the first duty agent call of my career,” Jake said. “I got to make a good impression.”

“My first week in the barrel I got nothing but crackpots,” Chris said.

“That’s what this one is.”

“Let me guess, he knows where Hoffa’s buried.”

“Worse. He knows who killed Kennedy.”

“So do I,” Chris said. “My seventh-grade history teacher told me.”

“Except this guy says he knows who really killed Kennedy.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Chris said. “Still, what’s the big deal? Take down the information, write up a three-oh-two in the morning. We got a game to get to.”

“He’s insisting on a face-to-face.”

“Christ on a stick.”

“Don’t worry,” Jake said. “I’ll make it fast.”

“You tell Stacy you’re going to be late?”

“I’m about to call her.” Stacy was Stacy Chapman, an intelligence analyst with the Bureau whom Jake had been trying to persuade to go out with him for two months. They were friends, pretty good friends, in fact. But Jake was hoping for more. Word was, though, that Stacy did not date agents, not since she broke up with her last boyfriend, who was, or so rumor had it, a member of the elite Hostage Rescue Team, the badass, gunslinging FBI tactical unit, many of whose members were former Special Forces, Navy SEALs, or Marine Recon. A few, or so yet another rumor went, had even been members of Delta, the ultra-secret Army counterterrorist team. But no one could ever seem to confirm that because Delta operators didn’t even admit there was such a thing as Delta. 

Jake dreamed about one day getting on the HRT. But with no prior military or police tactical experience, he was a long shot at best. HRT didn’t take a lot of accounting geeks. Still, it would be really cool.

“Don’t worry, I’ll tell her,” Chris said. “And keep her warm until you get there.”

“Hey—” But the line clicked as Chris hung up. The nerve of that guy joking around like that. Still, Chris might bear watching. It had been hard enough to get Stacy to agree to go to the game with him, and he had only succeeded after stressing just how much of a non-date this outing was going to be. After all, Jake had said, his goofy roommate was going to be there. He didn’t need Chris messing things up now that he was finally making some progress.

As Jake walked down the crowded sidewalk on H Street, he pulled back his coat sleeve and checked his watch, a Rolex Submariner his stepfather had given him when he’d graduated from the FBI Academy. Jake still got nervous just wearing the $8,000 timepiece. His stepdad, an FBI agent who had retired a few years ago, called it a career watch. “It’s got automatic movement,” Lee Miller had said at a restaurant near Quantico during a celebratory lunch with Jake and his mother right after the graduation ceremony. “Means no winding and no battery. If you take care of it, it’ll still be running when you retire in twenty-five years.”

Jake’s Rolex showed six o’clock.

***
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The diner was on 11th Street, between E and F streets. Painted letters on the plate glass window identified it as LOUIE’S CAFÉ.

Jake stood at the edge of the big window and peered through. The caller had given him a recognition signal, a pack of Lucky Strikes set on top of a copy of The Washington Post. But the diner was crowded and Jake couldn’t see any Lucky Strikes. There was one guy, though, who looked like the type to make crazy calls to the FBI hotline about the Kennedy assassination. He was old—late sixties, at least—sitting at a two-topper in back, facing the door, with long gray hair pulled into a ponytail and a bushy white goatee. He was looking down, pen in hand, scribbling on something Jake couldn’t quite see. Everyone else in the place seemed relaxed, eating, drinking, and chatting. Not this guy. He had that frenetic, nutty professor look about him.

“That’s got to be him,” Jake mumbled to himself. “Just my luck.” Then he took a deep breath and stepped through the door. 

At least it’s warm inside, Jake thought as he made his way between the tables. He had to scoot around a busty waitress carrying an overloaded tray of coffee and food. “Sorry, honey,” she said as she squeezed past Jake, giving him a long brush with her equally overloaded bosom. 

Nearing the old man’s table, Jake saw what he was looking for, an unopened pack of Lucky Strikes perfectly centered on the folded front page of the Post. Next to the newspaper sat a nearly empty coffee cup. Jake also saw what the man was scribbling in, a tattered black and white composition notebook, the same kind Jake had used for countless English assignments in high school and college. The writing was small and dense, with the same look as the written ravings of loonies like Charles Manson and Richard Ramirez, which Jake and his classmates had studied at the Academy. 

Jake stopped beside the table, but the man didn’t look up. He just kept writing. Jake cleared his throat. The man kept writing, pressing down even harder on the pen. Jake tried to read the upside-down words, but they weren’t in English. When the man reached the end of his sentence he stabbed a period onto the page and looked up. He had the bluest eyes Jake had ever seen. 

“Are you going to stand there all evening, Agent Miller,” the man said in a strong French accent. “Or are you going to sit down?” On the phone, Jake had half-thought the accent was fake, but in person it sounded real enough.

“Are you Henri Broussard?” Jake asked.

The old man pushed the extra chair out with his foot and gestured for Jake to sit. Jake glanced over his shoulder at the door behind him, wishing he hadn’t agreed to this meeting. Then he sat down.
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Chapter 3
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A block from Louie’s Café, a Ford Explorer with blacked-out windows idled in a fire zone, its exhaust blowing vapor and dripping water from the tailpipe. Two men sat in the front seats. Both wore dark suits and ties over starched white shirts. 

The passenger was looking through a digital Nikon that was connected by a USB cable to a laptop computer sitting on the console between the front seats. The camera was zoomed to maximum and focused through the front window of Louie’s Café. “Guy just walked up next to him.”

The driver looked down at the laptop, where the image from the camera’s viewfinder was displayed. A young man with short hair and wearing a heavy jacket stood next to the old guy. He was turned mostly away from them so that they could only see the back half of his profile. “He’s kind of young to be hanging with this geezer,” the driver said.

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Can you get a shot of him?”

“If he turns around I can,” the passenger said.

A few seconds later the young guy looked over his shoulder toward the front of the diner. With the image zoomed in so tight, it seemed as if the guy was looking directly at them. The camera clicked and whirred, snapping five shots per second. Ten photos of the newcomer’s face arranged themselves on the laptop’s screen. 

“Good job,” the driver said. 

“Good enough for an ID?” the passenger asked.

“Let’s see.” The driver used the laptop’s touchpad to drag the best of the photos down to the taskbar and dropped it onto the icon for the facial recognition program.

***
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The old man seated across the table from Jake placed his pen inside his notebook and closed it, then stretched a rubber band around the cover to keep it closed. “Can I see your identification, please?”

“Seriously?”

The old man nodded. “If you don’t mind.”

Jake reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out the leather case that contained his FBI badge and credentials. “You called me, remember?” 

“I apologize but my paranoia is quite justified, as you will soon learn.”

Jake opened his credentials. The small gold FBI shield was pinned to the outside of the case. The credentials themselves were two large laminated identification cards. The top card had “FBI” superimposed over it in big blue letters, and the bottom card bore Jake’s photograph and the signature of the FBI director. Although he pretended to be irritated with the man’s request to see his ID, Jake got a thrill every time he got to show his FBI credentials.  

The old man tried to take the leather case from Jake’s hand to examine the credentials more closely, but Jake wouldn’t let it go. After a few seconds, Jake pulled the case away and stuffed it into his jacket pocket.

“It’s time you tell me what this is all about, Mr. Broussard,” Jake said, trying hard to keep the impatience out of his voice. This was, after all, his first tour as duty agent, a weeklong assignment that always drew after-hours crank calls and kooks with tips, and clearly this was one of them; still, he didn’t need his very first kook filing a complaint against him. The Bureau, Jake was learning, took everything seriously, especially complaints about agents not behaving professionally during interviews with members of the public. 

The man picked up the pack of Lucky Strikes and peeled off the cellophane wrapper. “Cigarette?” 

“I don’t smoke,” Jake said. “And you can’t smoke in here.”

The man shrugged, then opened the pack and plucked out a cigarette. “I’ve always found that it calms my nerves.” 

“It’s against the law,” Jake said.

Ignoring him, the old man slipped a battered silver Zippo lighter from his pocket and lit the cigarette. He took a long drag and held it for several seconds before turning his head and blowing it out. “Are you going to arrest me?”

Jake leaned back in his chair to keep from breathing the fumes. He looked around for the busty waitress he’d seen earlier. Maybe if she threatened to kick the old guy out he would douse the cigarette. Naturally, she wasn’t around. Several nearby customers were glaring at them. Jake felt like pointing out to them that he wasn’t the one smoking.

The old man either didn’t notice the hostile stares or didn’t care. Jake was betting on the latter. Then he took another drag and started looking for an ashtray. There wasn’t one. So he flicked his ashes on the floor. “How could anyone be so foolish as to make it illegal to smoke in a coffee shop?”

“It’s actually a diner,” Jake said. “People are trying to eat here.”

The old man waved his cigarette. “To tell you the truth, I don’t much care for American cigarettes, but if I have to smoke them,” he tapped the pack of Lucky Strikes, “these are the only ones I can tolerate. All your other brands are so...weak.”

“Where did you learn about recognition signals?” Jake asked.

“Spy novels,” the man said as he scooped his notebook off the table and shoved it into a worn leather messenger bag on the floor beside his chair. “I read a lot of them while I was in prison.”

“Prison?” Jake said. “For what?”

Just then the busty waitress showed up and poured more coffee into the old man’s cup. He held his cigarette under the table and wore an expression that made Jake think of a boy caught looking at a porn magazine. The waitress arched an eyebrow at him but didn’t mention the cigarette. Then she turned to Jake. “You ready to order?” she asked, a piece of gum smacking inside her mouth as she spoke.

“Just coffee,” Jake said. 

“Pie’s really good here,” she said with a few more smacks.

“No, thank you. Just coffee.”

She rolled her eyes and walked away.

“I understand that in this country they live mostly on tips,” the old man said.

“You talking about the waitress?”

The old man nodded. “In Europe we don’t tip, but waiters and waitresses make a decent wage.”

“What can I help you with, Mr. Broussard?”

“My real name is Andre Favreau.” The old man took a long drag on his cigarette and flicked more ashes on the floor. Then he blew out a stream of smoke and looked at Jake. “I killed President Kennedy.”
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Chapter 4
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Inside the Ford Explorer, the laptop computer on the front console beeped as its facial recognition software spit out a match.

“Son of a bitch,” the driver said. “He’s fucking FBI.”

The passenger, who was still watching the meeting inside Louie’s Café through the Nikon’s zoom lens, pulled his eye away from the viewfinder and looked down at the laptop. On the screen were two photographs, one of which he had shot just moments ago of the young guy in the coat meeting with the geezer in the diner; the other one was of the same guy, but a full-on head and shoulders shot with him wearing a suit and tie. 

Beneath the two photographs were the words “100% MATCH.” And beneath that was the identifying data for Jacob Miller, twenty-five years old, with a D.C. address, and whose employer was listed as the FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION.

“Holy shit,” the passenger said. “What the hell are we supposed to do now?”

The driver was dialing a number on his cellphone. He put it on speaker. A man answered on the first ring. “Go.”

“The target is meeting with an FBI agent,” the driver said.

“Where?”

“A diner on 11th Street in Northwest.”

“Is the agent alone?”

“He doesn’t appear to have a backup team,” the driver said.

The man on the other end of the line was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Pick him up.”

“You’re talking about the target, right?”

“Yes, goddamnit, the target.”

“What about the FBI agent?”

Another silence. Then the man said, “Don’t let him interfere.” 

The line went dead.

“What the fuck?” the passenger said.

The driver shrugged. “You heard the man.” 

***
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Jake sighed and shook his head. This was even worse than he had imagined. “Mister...What did you just call yourself?”

“Favreau. Andre Favreau.”

“So which is it?” Jake said. “Because on the phone you told me your name was Henri Broussard.”

“I apologize for the deception. Henri Broussard was a nom de guerre I was forced to adopt because I did not want to use my real name on the telephone. But you have my word, Agent Miller. My true name is Andre Favreau. That was the name my parents gave me when I was born.”

“Which was where?”

“Corse,” the man said. “Corsica to you. Where Napoleon was born. An island in the—”

“I know where Corsica is.”

The man nodded.

“Favreau it is then,” Jake said. “But I have to inform you, Mr. Favreau, that in this country lying to an FBI agent is a serious crime. A felony actually, punishable by up to—”

“It wasn’t a lie so much as a precaution,” said the old man with the ponytail.

But Jake wasn’t in the mood to play patty-cake with this whack job, so he talked right over him. “Punishable by up to ten years in federal prison.” Jake glanced at his watch. The Redskins game was starting in...Whoa. Wait just a minute. He stared at the Rolex’s date window, magnified by the small Cyclops lens attached to the crystal. 

The number “20” stared back at him. November 20. Two days before...Jake did some quick mental math: 1963 to 2000 was thirty-seven, plus thirteen, equals...fifty. In two days it would be November 22, 2013, the 50th anniversary of the death of John F. Kennedy. Under normal circumstances, the JFK assassination was a siren call for lunatics, like UFOs, the Loch Ness Monster, and Big Foot. And this year, the 50th anniversary, was bound to bring out even more crazies than usual.  

As Jake eyed the man across the table, the man who had insisted on this meeting, his first reaction was anger. The Redskins where making a rare appearance on their old home field at RFK Stadium for a game that had been sold out for months, a game to which Jake had managed to get his hands on three tickets, and his girl, really the girl he wanted to be his girl, was either already at the game or at least headed that way, in the company of Jake’s horn-dog roommate, Chris; yet here he was stuck in a diner on the other side of town, talking to a basket case about the Kennedy assassination.

Why couldn’t this guy have called in with his fake French accent during normal work hours? Then whatever agent happened to be unlucky enough to answer the phone would have had to deal with him. Let somebody else solve the JFK case. Jake wanted to be at the game with Stacy.

Jake’s Blackberry vibrated. He pulled it out of his jacket pocket and checked the screen. It was a text message from Chris, “40 min 2 k off. Stac is smokin HOT:)”

Son of a bitch. Was this...? Could he have...? No. No way. But maybe. What if this wasn’t a coincidence? What if Chris set this whole thing up so he could go to the game with Stacy and cut me out? But Chris wouldn’t...The hell he wouldn’t.

Chris was a nice guy and Jake’s best friend, but he could be a weasel when it came to women. He had proved that at the Academy, where male trainees outnumbered females four to one and the competition for weekend female attention was fierce. Jake had never been able to get a date for even one of the twenty weekends he’d spent at Quantico. Chris, on the other hand, had a date almost every weekend. Chris also knew the duty agent roster and the protocols for dealing with calls, even calls from crackpots.

Jake couldn’t help himself. He laughed.

“What’s funny?” the old man asked.

“You’re good, Mister...whatever your name is,” Jake said. “You’re really good. Except for the accent. That was a bit over the top. But other than that...You must be an actor, right?” As he spoke his fingers tapped out a message on his cellphone. “Is this your A-game? JFK? The grassy knoll? Pathetic! B there in 30. Keep your hands off.”

“I don’t understand,” said the old man.

Jake hit the SEND button on his Blackberry. “I had no idea Chris was this desperate to steal Stacy from me.”

“I’m sorry, Agent Miller, but I do not know these people, Chris and Stacy.”

Jake stood up. The waitress hadn’t come back with his coffee, but he dropped a dollar on the table. “Feel free to text Chris and tell him you had me for a while, but I’m still going to make it to the game. And he’s still got no shot with Stacy.”

The old man rose and picked up his messenger bag. “Agent Miller, I don’t understand what you are talking about.” 

Jake strode toward the door without further explanation. He had a football game to get to. He heard the old man lumbering to catch up. Old man? Maybe he wasn’t even an old man. Maybe that was makeup and a wig. If the accent was hokey, the wig—and Jake was now pretty sure it was a wig—was total cornball. Nobody wears hair like that anymore. This isn’t Woodstock. It would be just like Chris to go all out, though, especially when the potential prize was Stacy Chapman. 

Jake had to step aside to allow the top-heavy waitress to pass with a full tray. He felt a tug on his arm. The fake Frenchman had caught up with him. “I promise you,” the man said, still pushing the hokey accent, “I killed the president of the United States.” The buzz in the diner was loud enough so that only a few people heard it, but those who did, stopped talking and started listening.

Jake pulled away. “Listen...sir, I appreciate a good practical joke as much as the next guy. Okay? Whatever Chris paid you, he got his money’s worth. You were good, believe me. I totally bought the whole conspiracy kook thing. But this joke’s over. I’ve got somewhere to be.” He turned and walked away. In the reflection from the window glass he saw the man standing behind him, staring at his back. 

Jake pushed his way out the door and stopped on the sidewalk. He took a deep breath and checked his watch again. It was 6:30. Thirty minutes to kickoff. He could just make it.

How long did Chris think his hired actor was going to tie him up? Through the first quarter? Until halftime? The whole game? In addition to being a ladies man, Chris also had a reputation at the Academy for practical jokes. But this time he had outdone himself. Jake was still pissed, but he knew it wouldn’t last. It was hard to stay mad at Chris. Unless Stacy decided to go out on a real date with Chris and not him. Now that would be hitting below the belt.

Jake heard the door open behind him. He didn’t turn around. There was nothing more to say. They guy had done his job. Chris was probably getting a hell of a laugh out of it. Jake looked north up 11th Street. Metro Center was two blocks away. He took a step in that direction. 

“Agent Miller?” said a voice behind him, and he knew right away that it wasn’t the old man’s voice, even if it had lost a few decades and the fake French accent. 

Jake turned around.
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Chapter 5
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“I had no idea who they were. At first, I thought they were part of Chris’s gag. Then I thought, how much would he be willing to spend on this? We were both G.S.-10s and D.C. was expensive, even with the cost-of-living adjustment. That’s why we were sharing an apartment. I knew he had the creativity to pull off this kind of prank, but I didn’t think he had the money.”

***
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Four men in dark suits stood on the sidewalk. Spread out in pairs. One pair close to Jake. The other pair near the door and the old guy with the ponytail—Henri Broussard, Andre Favreau, or whatever his name really was—who had just stepped out of the diner. 

The four men were almost identical. Near carbon copies of each other. All looking like they worked for IBM or NASA back in the 1960s: buzz cuts, clean-shaven, and skinny ties; but no pocket protectors, slide rules, or horn-rimmed glasses. So exactly how far was Chris willing to go to get a date with Stacy? Jake wondered. No way these guys were actors. They seemed too tough, too confident.

“Sir, you need to come with us,” said the man closest to Jake. “You and Mr. Favreau.”

Jake felt a prickly sensation crawling up his spine. Could he have misread the situation so completely? “Who are you?”

“We’re with the government,” Suit Number One said.

“So am I.” Jake pulled his credentials from his jacket pocket and flashed the gold FBI badge at the man.

“We know who you are, Agent Miller, but you and Mr. Favreau still need to come with us.”

Jake scanned their faces. “Are you guys cops?”

The nearest one took a step closer to Jake. “You need to come with us now, sir.”

“I’m not going anywhere until you—”

The man moved with incredible speed. He hit Jake in the solar plexus. It wasn’t a hard hit. More of a jab. Middle knuckles bent, ends of the four fingers folded back toward the palm, hand vertical to fit the apex of the ribs just below the sternum. And then Jake had no air in his lungs. Somehow it had all left, forced out by that casual, perfectly-placed jab. 

As Jake dropped to his knees, his vision shrank, narrowing from the sides. Fighting to breathe, he was only dimly aware of his surroundings, but he was alert enough to sense that the man who had hit him was stepping behind him and yanking his arms together. He also saw the pair of men nearest to Favreau, which did, in fact, seem to be his real name, shove the old guy against the brick wall between the door and the plate glass window.

Several passersby had stopped to watch, and the fourth suited man was waving them away. “Metro Police. Move along.” Some did move along, some didn’t. But those who stayed kept their distance.

Suit Number One dropped to one knee and yanked Jake’s hands together behind his back, and although Jake hadn’t actually arrested anybody yet, he had done enough handcuffing exercises at the Academy to know what was coming next. The man held Jake’s wrists with one hand and pulled out a set of handcuffs with the other.

But I can get out of this, Jake thought. I have a handcuff key in my pocket. Then he realized the key in his front pocket wasn’t going to do him any good with his hands cuffed behind his back. 

So Jake did the very next thing he thought of. He slammed his head backward into the man’s face and heard his nose crack. The man howled in pain.

Jake lurched to his feet and looked at Favreau. One of the two suits who’d shoved Favreau against the wall was down with his face in the concrete. The second suit looked stunned at whatever had happened to his partner, but he recovered quickly and threw two fast strikes at Favreau’s head. Except the old guy blocked them. Then Favreau countered with a strike of his own, a knuckle-punch to the throat, a technique that FBI defensive tactics instructors had told Jake and his Academy classmates was absolutely prohibited for FBI agents to use because it could result in permanent damage, even death. The second suit crumpled to the sidewalk, gagging with both hands clutching his throat.

Jake reached for his service weapon, a Glock 23, .40-caliber pistol, holstered on his right hip. As his hand closed on the polymer grip, Jake heard a sharp pop to his left. Then his head exploded in burning white light. Somewhere far back in his mind, he registered a stabbing pain in his neck. He heard the crackle of electricity and smelled burning flesh. He’d been hit with a Taser. Something clanked on the sidewalk and Jake realized it was his pistol. Then his knees gave out, and he dropped to the ground beside his FBI-issued Glock.

After several seconds—or maybe hours, it was hard to tell—the electricity stopped crackling. But Jake’s body kept twitching. He knew he was conscious because his eyes were open and he could see. He just couldn’t move, at least not voluntarily. Just the twitching. He saw two things in quick succession: Suit Number One picked up Jake’s Glock from the sidewalk, and then a foot came flying from somewhere outside of Jake’s field of vision and slammed into Suit Number One’s chest, knocking him out of Jake’s view.

Favreau reached down and grabbed hold of the two steel wires sprouting from Jake’s neck. He yanked on them and more pain shot through Jake, but it wasn’t the electric-shock kind of pain. It was the skin-tearing kind. He wasn’t sure which one was worse.

From his supine position on the sidewalk, Jake saw the fourth suit, the one who’d played Metro cop, draw a pistol from under his coat, but before he could get the muzzle up, Favreau was on him, grabbing the pistol with one hand and delivering a knifehand chop to the side of the man’s neck with the other that put him on the ground, almost eye to eye with Jake, except the man’s eyes were closed, like he had suddenly decided to lie down on the concrete and take a nap. Favreau even ended up with the man’s gun.

Jake pushed himself up into what was close to a sitting position and scanned the ground for his own pistol. His brain felt like fried jelly. He almost threw up. Then he spotted his gun on the sidewalk not far from Suit Number One. And although Suit Number One was still on the ground and still had blood pulsing from his nose, he was crawling toward Jake’s gun, and he was a lot closer to it than Jake.

“Come on,” Favreau said in his French accent, somewhere behind Jake. Then Jake felt a pair of strong hands grip him under his arms and jerk him to his feet. His legs wobbled and threatened to collapse. But in the end they held. Then the Frenchman hauled Jake up the street.
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They lurched north on 11th Street, with Favreau pulling Jake along on legs still shaky from the 50,000-volt blast he had taken. 

They hadn’t quite made it to the end of the block when Jake heard the crack of a gunshot behind them. He knew that exact sound, having heard it tens of thousands of times on the firing range during his five months at Quantico: a .40-caliber, 180-grain jacketed hollow point, the FBI’s standard duty load. Then he heard another shot. Then another. 

Someone was shooting at them with Jake’s gun.

People around them were screaming and scrambling out of the way. A few with less street smarts, who didn’t know the sound of gunfire, stood looking around, waiting to catch a stray bullet. Favreau yanked Jake around the corner onto F Street. Using a passing city bus for cover, they dashed across the street, ran halfway down the block, and ducked into the cover of an alcove in the façade of a building. Jake peeked back the way they had come. None of the men in the dark suits had rounded the corner.

“We have to keep moving,” Favreau said.

Jake turned on him. “No, we don’t.” Then he noticed the pistol in the Frenchman’s hand, which Jake’s brain automatically catalogued as a Beretta 92F, the standard-issue handgun of the U.S. military. The way Favreau held the pistol, the muzzle was angled down at forty-five degrees, not quite pointed at Jake, but not quite pointed at the ground either. Instinctively, Jake’s hand twitched toward his holster until he remembered it was empty and that his FBI service pistol was now in the hands of one of the men who had attacked him in the street. Jake felt his face flush with shame. 

“They’re going to keep coming,” Favreau said.

“Who?” Jake demanded, keeping one eye on the pistol in Favreau’s hand. “Who’s going to keep coming? Who are they?”

Favreau glanced back down the street. “I’ll explain everything later. Right now we have to go.”

“Explain now,” Jake said. “Explain everything now.” Then he heard another pop from the direction of 11th Street and a glass door thirty feet past the alcove shattered. The well-dressed woman stepping out the door screamed and dropped her shopping bag as she scurried back inside the store.

Favreau grabbed Jake’s arm and yanked him down the sidewalk. Jake caught a glimpse of two of the suits, the one Jake had head-butted and the one who had played Metro cop, running toward them from 11th Street. 

Near the next corner was a Chinese laundry. Favreau pulled Jake through the door. They charged around the counter, past startled customers holding bright blue nylon bags stuffed with dirty clothes. The man behind the counter screeched at them in some dialect of Chinese. Favreau kept running, towing Jake along behind him. They pushed through a curtained doorway and into a warehouse-like space filled with dry-cleaning machines and dozens of wheeled racks of clothes. Everyone stopped work and stared. No one screamed. No one ran. They just stared. 

Favreau and Jake burst out the back door of the laundry into an alley, where Jake finally got his feet under him enough to drag Favreau to a stop beside an overflowing Dumpster. Jake shoved the Frenchman against the grimy wall beside the garbage bin. “Give me that,” he said and twisted the pistol out of Favreau’s hand. Jake took a step back and pulled the Beretta’s slide open a quarter-inch, seeing the brass shell of a cartridge resting in the firing chamber. Police sirens wailed all around them. “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

“I already told you,” Favreau said, “but you weren’t listening.”

A small Chinese man stuck his head through the door. Jake pointed a finger at him. “FBI. Get back inside.” The man disappeared. Jake turned to Favreau. “Who are those men, and why are they shooting at us?”

Favreau took a deep breath. “They work for your government.”

“You expect me to believe that government agents tried to kidnap us and are shooting at us in downtown Washington, D.C.?”

Favreau pointed into the air, as if at the sound waves of the approaching sirens. “Do you hear that? They’re coming for us. We have to go. Now.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Jake said. “Not until I say. I’m an FBI agent,” he poked the Frenchman in the chest, “and you’re under arrest.”

“They’ll never let you take me in alive.”

“Who?” Jake shouted, his frustration boiling over. “Who exactly is it that won’t let me take you in?”

The back door to the laundry banged open. The two suits piled out with guns in their hands. Jake’s brain shifted into overdrive and his body responded as the hundreds of hours of firearms training kicked in, and he opened fire just a fraction of a second faster than the two suits. 

There was no time for the sights. Just point shooting. Jake looking over the top of the gun, both eyes finding the targets fifteen feet away, finger working the trigger again and again as the 9mm shells kicked out, clattering and bouncing off the filthy concrete of the alley. The suits fired back. Jake got off six shots before the two suits tumbled back inside the door. The bad news was that Jake’s bullets had chewed up the door and the wall but missed the two men. The good news was that their bullets had missed Jake and the Frenchman.

“Run!” Favreau said. 

Jake’s heart was about to burst through his chest. His breathing was fast and shallow. He thought about what he’d been taught at Quantico. Combat breathing. In deep, hold, let it out slow. In deep, hold, let it out slow. Favreau waved him on. 

They ran.

Through the alley up to G Street. Jake flicked on the Beretta’s safety and shoved the pistol into his jacket pocket. As soon as they stepped onto the sidewalk, two Metro police units blew past them, headed east. A third police car screeched to a stop not thirty feet from them. The people on the sidewalks were looking in the direction the other two patrol cars had gone. Favreau, playing the helpful bystander, waved at the police car that had just stopped and pointed east. Jake did the same. The third police car peeled out that way.

Jake followed Favreau in the opposite direction on G Street.

All around them cops were racing in circles.

When they crossed over 11th Street, Jake glanced back and saw the two suits half a block behind and tracking them. “They’re still with us,” he said.

“I know,” Favreau said over his shoulder. “We’ll lose them in the subway.”

Another block, and they jumped on the long escalator down to the Metro Center station. When they reached the bottom, they found the red line train about to leave the station as the recorded announcement warned passengers to clear the doorways.

Jake saw the two suits halfway down the escalator. The train doors hissed and sprang closed. Jake jammed his arm into the nearest doorway and felt the edges of the twin doors bite into his forearm. The doors hissed again. A red warning light flashed as another recorded announcement, this one in a more urgent tone, warned that the doors were being obstructed. Passengers standing inside the car shouted at him. 

“Little help,” Jake said over his shoulder. 

Favreau dug his fingers between the doors and pried them open. He and Jake squeezed through. The doors hissed a final time and snapped shut. Other passengers glared at them. Jake heard someone behind him say, “Impatient motherfuckers.” The train rolled. Jake stared out the window at the two suits sprinting across the platform. He reached into his pocket and wrapped his hand around the grip of the Beretta. The two men were just ten feet from the doors when the tunnel swallowed the train car.

The hot stares of resentment from the other passengers had mostly faded by the time the train reached the next stop three minutes later. Everybody had better things to worry about, Jake figured, than a couple guys jumping on the train late.

As the train pulled out of the Chinatown station, Jake said, “We’re getting off at the next stop.”

“Where are we going?” Favreau asked.

“My office.”

Favreau nodded.

Two minutes later, the speakers announced the next stop, Judiciary Square. Jake’s hand was still in his pocket holding the pistol. “You get off first,” he whispered to Favreau.

“As you wish.” 

The train ground to a stop. The doors hissed and sprang open. Jake followed Favreau out of the car and up the escalator to 4th Street. “Which way?” Favreau asked.

Jake pointed north. They walked along the sidewalk.

“I was telling you the truth,” Favreau said. “I shot President Kennedy in Dallas on November 22, 1963.”

“Lee Harvey Oswald shot Kennedy.” 

“You’re right,” Favreau said. “Oswald did shoot him. But he didn’t kill him. I fired the last shot, the fatal one. From behind a fence on top of a small hill.”

“The grassy knoll,” Jake said, his voice cutting in its sarcasm. “You shot President Kennedy from the grassy knoll.”

“That’s what they called it later, yes.”

“You’re talking about the head shot.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you do it?” Jake asked. He just had to keep this nutjob talking until he could walk him into the heavily secured, fortress-like FBI Washington Field Office, which spanned the entire next block of 4th Street, between F and G streets.

“I was working for the CIA.”
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