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A Very Specific Target

“Somebody had a personal motive for blowing up two hundred and twenty-seven people?”

Harry shook his head. “For blowing up one person. The other two hundred and twenty-six were for free.”

I went over to stand in front of the sliding door. The glass was cool against my forehead. While I stood there, another airliner swooped from the sky and roared down the river toward National.

Harry stood beside me, not touching. When he spoke, his voice was scarcely audible. “He was on it, wasn’t he?”

“Seems pretty likely.” My throat was closing and my words came out thick.

“I’m sorry.” When he spoke again, the consoling tone was gone from his voice. “If he was the target,” Harry said, “they’ll be coming after you next.”


Praise for Diana Deverell’s thrillers

Bitch Out of Hell, the new political thriller featuring Bella Hinton

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“Diana Deverell’s newest book could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review)

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)

 

Casey Collins international thrillers

12 Drummers Drumming

“Chilling suspense and heated passions—a brilliant debut.” (Barbara Parker, Edgar-Finalist author of Suspicion of Innocence)

 

Night on Fire

“Deverell's solid second Casey Collins novel [has] engaging narrative, gripping mystery, and wily plot twists.” (Publishers Weekly)

 

East Past Warsaw

“. . . a tale that makes you pray it’s fiction.” (S.E. Warwick, mystery reviewer)

 

China Box

“an intricate chess match of espionage, international wheeling-dealing, and love plays out in Washington and Silicon Valley.” (Amazon reader review)

 

Nora Dockson legal thrillers

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

“The series is great; it's got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)
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Only two o’clock in the afternoon, but it was the twenty-seventh of December and dusk had fallen in Denmark. The corner tower of Kronborg Castle was stark against the bruised sky. Slivers of icy wind pierced my down jacket. A strand of blond hair pulled free from my knitted cap, whipped across my eyes, forced out tears. A sob escaped me, too. The wind snatched the sound away, silencing my fear but not dulling the ache in my heart. I shoved my hair under the cap and stumbled on. I had to. Up ahead waited the only person who could tell me that Stefan Krajewski was still alive.

And he had to be! Stefan, my lover, had to be alive.

Just four months before, he’d said too many people knew that he was doing contract work for Danish intelligence. He’d spent close to twenty years in covert operations and his time was up. Soon, he’d told me at the beginning of August, he’d move inside.

And he’d move in with me. We’d been in the Allegheny Mountains when he said that. I’d saved up my annual leave, rented a cabin near Clifton Forge for the month of August. The two of us, one bed, no phone for an unheard-of thirty-one consecutive days. And I must have thought thirty-one times—at least once a day—This is what it will be like. Coffee-drenched mornings, sharing a newspaper. Late-afternoon beers, talking over the minutiae of daily life. Evening strolls down to the lake to see if the beavers were having a moonlight swim.

With my body and my soul, I’d loved Stefan for more than a decade, my passion for him never wavering even though we were often separated by the work he did. When we were together, we had everything we needed for happiness—except time. Finally, we’d have that, too. The urgency gone, so many hours stretching out before us, we could squander them. That was how I wanted things to be. My cherished fantasy, shattered now by reality.

Six days ago, a plane had exploded over Scotland. Another plane over Scotland! Global Flight 500 had departed Heathrow on December 21, bound for New York’s Kennedy Airport. It came apart a half hour later over the Inner Hebrides Islands. And Stefan had disappeared.

I neared the corner of the castle and a row of ancient cannons took shape. The fortress hulked beside me, Denmark’s easternmost defense for six centuries. Through the gloom I made out the tall figure of Holger Sorensen, cloaked in a Danish Army parka, standing with his back to the sea. I walked faster, scattering frozen pebbles beneath my boots.

I stopped a yard from him. He was a head taller than my five feet nine and I had to tilt my chin up to see his face. The lines along his cheekbones had deepened since our last meeting. His eyes had faded from blue to gray. And the smile was gone from them, replaced by the consoling expression of a priest prepared to mourn the dead.

I stepped past him, stared unseeing across the water toward the Swedish coastline.

Holger’s gloved hand was heavy on my shoulder. In a voice weighted with sorrow, he said, “Kathryn.”

I’d forgotten Holger always addressed me by my Christian name. These days my friends and colleagues called me by my initials, KC, and I wrote it as “Casey.” The only other person who still used “Kathryn” was my father. And only when he was going to give me bad news.

To stop Holger’s next words, I said quickly, “I’ve seen the passenger list.” I took a breath, pushed on. “Stefan’s name wasn’t on it. He knew Monday was the anniversary of Lockerbie. He wouldn’t have flown an American carrier on Monday.” I was breathing hard, as if I’d been running. My fingertips moved jerkily along the frost-rimed barrel of a cannon.

Holger didn’t speak.

I said, “We warned everyone in the Department not to fly American carriers out of Europe last week.”

Holger’s voice was soft. “Did you tell Stefan that?”

“I couldn’t.” Anguish raised my voice still higher. I took another breath. “I didn’t have a chance.”

He said, “Nor did I.”

The mournful cry of an air horn cut through the darkness. The ferryboat was visible a hundred yards offshore, its white hull wallowing toward the docks at Helsingør. A lone seabird rose from the stony beach below us.

Holger said, “It was some time ago you and Stefan made plans that he would join you in Washington for Christmas?”

“October.” And stingy fate had doled out only eighteen hours that time.

“You made definite plans?”

“Tentative, of course. Two weeks ago, he sent word to expect him on the twenty-second.”

“But you haven’t spoken with him since October?”

“He never used phones.”

“And when he didn’t show up?” Holger asked.

“I knew his trip to the US was no vacation. A lot of things might have delayed him a day. Even two days.”

“So at first you didn’t blame his absence on the explosion?”

“At first? No.” I’d started my Christmas vacation on December 21, on leave from my job at the State Department. When the news started coming in about Global Flight 500, I was sticking bows on a gift for Stefan, a pair of cowboy boots I’d bought from a Western outfitter who sold to real ranch hands. I’d kept an eye on the TV while I struggled to wrap the matching Stetson. Polish by birth, Stefan was smitten with Western regalia. 

As I waited for him to contact me, my mind slowly recorded every piece of film from the Hebrides. Long-lens shots of the motley rescue flotilla that had set out from every harbor on the island of Islay. A terse interview with an exhausted diver, his wet suit glistening like black ice. A somber view of the distillery warehouse serving as a makeshift morgue, aged oak barrels stacked against a stone wall. And above it all—again—the ash-gray sky of Scotland in December.

The explosion hadn’t occurred over Scottish soil. The Boeing 747 and all two hundred and twenty-seven aboard submerged in the Firth of Lorne, one hundred and fifty miles northwest of the original disaster. But the words spoken by every newscaster were the same: Lockerbie Two.

Holger’s voice prodded me. “But you got no message from Stefan and you feared the worst.”

I turned, still avoiding Holger’s eyes, studying Kronborg Castle. The weathered bricks were topped by a roof the color of new grass, eerily bright against the murk. The worst. “Yes.” 

On the twenty-third, I called the airline but they wouldn’t release information to me. Frantic, I phoned my contact in TIPOFF, the Department’s terrorist lookout program, and she faxed me the passenger list for Global 500. Half the names were of men traveling alone. Any one of them might have been Stefan, working under cover. Too upset to face my co-workers in the office of State’s Coordinator for Counterterrorism, I waited until after hours to go to the Department and log on to Intelink, the intelligence community’s private internet. I spent four hours searching electronically. I found only speculation. There was too little data to determine yet if Stefan had been on the plane. I knew I should stay by my phone, wait for his call.

I drifted around my three rooms, carefully evading the packages still sitting on my desk. Christmas Eve came. I moved Stefan’s gifts to my bedroom. Then to the back of my closet, out of sight. But, awake before dawn on Christmas morning, I saw that white hat. Saw Stefan, grinning from under it, flamboyant attire no hazard in the life we should have been living.

I met Holger’s gaze. “As you said. I feared the worst. I figured you and I needed to talk.”

“You traveled to me.”

He’d been my teacher once. I answered his unspoken question, my voice flat, parroting a lecture on evasive maneuvers. “Christmas morning I went to Dulles and got an Air France flight to Paris. Changed planes three times between Paris and Gøteborg. Rented a car, drove south and crossed to Denmark on the ferry yesterday. Went through that whole business to get you out here today.”

Holger’s compassionate look was gone, the sudden clarity like a tempered steel gate, clanging shut. The Major—the part of him that served as a reserve officer in the Danish Army—had pushed aside the Father—the side of Holger that made it possible for him to also serve as a Lutheran priest. He said, “Go home. There’s nothing you can do here.”

“I’m staying. Till we find out what’s become of Stefan.”

“We can’t pursue this further. Stefan was checking on another development, one also related to the Lockerbie anniversary. That investigation is at a critical point. We must proceed delicately. My arrangement with Stefan required that he work autonomously. I don’t know yet what identity he assumed. Nor do I know the names of his contacts, or his destination. Were it not for you, I would not be certain he had headed for the US.”

“Maybe he suddenly went someplace else.”

“Without advising you? Not likely.”

I looked down, my boots a darker shade of black than the stony ground. Stefan and I had secure ways to communicate. He knew how much I’d worry. If he were alive, he’d have found a way to tell me.

Holger gripped my upper arms. “We cannot alert anyone to the direction in which our interests lie. My people will keep their distance from the wreckage of Global Flight 500. So must you. You must return at once to Washington.”

“Not until I know—”

“When was the last time you slept? The last time you ate?” His voice was harsh and he tightened his grip. “I feel only bones.”

“I’ve always been lanky,” I said.

“Slender, yes. But not this. Your face is so thin, you must have lost five kilos since I saw you last.”

“So I’ll eat something. I’m fine, Holger. I can help—”

“You can’t. You left a trail easily read by anyone who wishes to know where you’ve been.”

I pulled away from him, turned toward the sea. Only the whitecaps were visible. The cold enveloped me completely. I smelled nothing and didn’t taste the salt coating my lips. “I had to see you—”

“And I put a great deal at risk so that you could. But it is unfortunate that your journey ends only kilometers from my own parish.”

“Stefan was on his way to me. If he’s dead . . .” I swallowed, tried again. “I hunt terrorists. That’s my job. What I do. If they’ve killed Stefan . . .” I took a deep breath, made my voice hard as Holger’s. “I have to stay. Have to work with you.”

His face was marble. Unyielding. “You can’t remain in Europe. You’re not safe here.” His eyes took on that steely expression again and he said, “You leave first. Drive to Kastrup and fly back to Washington.”

Rage welled up in me and its heat seemed to warm the air between us. “I’ll go back to DC. But I’m not through with this. I can’t be. I have to find out who did this.” I started away from him, pebbles skittering under my heels.

“No, Kathryn.”

If he said more, his warning was lost in the wind. 

I hurried down the pathway and back around the outer wall of Kronborg Castle. The darkness outside was as complete as in the ingenious dungeon beneath my feet. It featured a shrinking cell that was reduced in size each day until any turncoat Dane who’d collaborated with the invading Swedes was crushed by his own refusal to confess.

Above me, a pennant snapped with a cracking noise. The keening wind blew in off the Øresund, the sound as haunting as the ghostly voice of Hamlet’s father demanding revenge. I was running over the cobblestones. My Opel was parked in the public lot on the far side of the castle moat. Once behind the wheel, shivering, I picked my way through the seaport town of Helsingør, then out onto the motorway southbound toward Copenhagen.

I’d been driving for fifteen minutes when I saw a sign announcing that it was a thousand meters to the highway exit that would take me to Farum. The Danish Defense Intelligence Service—DDIS—had a safe house there. Stefan and I had stayed in it for six months after we fled from Poland.

Cold War Poland was where we’d met. In 1986, I was a junior officer in the US Foreign Service, assigned to work at our embassy in Warsaw. Stefan Krajewski was a local hire, tutoring new arrivals like me in the Polish language. He was six and a half feet tall with well-defined chest muscles under his black turtleneck, his belly as flat as an athlete’s. He wasn’t handsome—his nose was too large and bony, his mouth too wide, his lips too full—but he was in far better shape than most language teachers. During duller lessons, I diverted myself by imagining him naked.

But never did I imagine that he worked for the Sluzba Bezpieczenstwa, the SB, Communist Poland’s clone of the KGB. Not until he approached me with an offer of intelligence data the US badly needed.

The Abu Nidal Organization had recently massacred Christmas travelers in Rome and Vienna, bombed a TWA flight over Greece and trumpeted its intention to do worse. Stefan was the liaison officer between the SB and the Abu Nidal Organization’s band in Warsaw. In that role, he picked up information about the terrorists’ plans. He offered to pass whatever he learned to the US government, using me as the conduit.

An attractive offer. But there was a catch. Stefan needed a reason for meeting with me—one both the SB and the Abu Nidal Organization would find legitimate. It had to appear that he’d recruited me to spy for him.

Of course, I reported Stefan’s approach and my security officer notified the Department. In another time and place, that would have been the end of it. Jaded spy-watchers would have dismissed Stefan’s offer as a sophisticated version of the honey trap and I’d have been warned against further contact.

But in 1986, we were desperate for a way to stop Abu Nidal. I was told to play along with Stefan to see if he’d pass me anything useful. Very likely, Stefan would tell me nothing while he tried to turn my imitation recruitment into the real thing. I was to proceed with extreme caution. My security officer was more succinct: “Don’t let him get in your pants.”

To protect myself, I reported every meeting I had with Stefan and got approval in advance to hand over the documents he demanded—a list of home telephone numbers of Embassy staff, a floor plan of the chancery, duty rosters for the communicators. All of it innocuous stuff that the SB could get from a dozen sources.

But that’s how recruitment works when it’s real. Minor treason becomes major. Entrapment is a cumulative process, each compromising act leading to something more serious. No one in the Polish SB doubted that Stefan had turned me into a traitor, not until the very end.

And it wasn’t until the end that I discovered that Stefan was not a loyal agent of the Polish SB. He’d joined forces with Holger Sorensen. He was working under cover for Danish intelligence. Lucky for me, because I was beyond rescue. Before I’d known Stefan a month, I was crazy in love with him. I struggled against my feelings. I made all the logical arguments. But logic wasn’t worth a damn when it came to Stefan. In some primitive corner of my soul I knew—I knew—I belonged with him.

That spring the US bombed Libya. Terrorist groups struck back in Europe and the Middle East. Authorities were able to prevent attacks planned for London, Ankara and Paris, because of information Stefan passed to me. Enraged, Abu Nidal ordered us killed. We escaped to safety in Denmark. The Department granted me emergency leave. And I spent six precious months in the Farum safe house with Stefan.

Ahead of me, the brightly lit exit sign reflected off the mist-slick asphalt, gilding the ramp so that it beckoned like a honeyed road to the past. I smelled again the gunpowder on my hand, lingering from target practice at the military range. I breathed in the fragrance of healthy sweat, mine mixed with Stefan’s, the odor as fresh as if we’d come from a vigorous workout. The air around me thickened with the haze of tobacco smoke. For a second I saw Stefan in the passenger seat, the burning end of his cigarette accenting the strong bones of his face. 

If I exited, in another minute Stefan’s left hand would find my leg. I’d feel his warmth through my jeans, the heat of his touch spreading through me as we drew closer to home. The instant I parked in our driveway, I’d bring his face to mine, feel the softness of his lips, taste again the mingled flavors of desire.

The exit sign flashed past and darkness stretched out before me. I opened the window to let in the winter air, struggling to fill my lungs before another wave of sorrow pulled me under.
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At Kastrup, I managed to get on an SAS flight to Kennedy. Its departure was delayed for ninety minutes of baggage searches and the frisking of all passengers. When the beverage cart stopped beside me, the cans of Carlsberg glistened invitingly. But I needed a stronger anesthetic. My lips parted to form the initial sound in “Chivas.” I was struck by a sudden memory, an image of a distillery warehouse turned into a morgue. Sheet-covered shapes on the cold floor. Was Stefan in that long line of corpses? Or did his body still drift in the icy waters? Anguish closed my throat and I couldn’t speak.

Concerned, the motherly stewardess asked again, “Cocktail?”

My eyes on her hands, I croaked out a request for bourbon. Three Wild Turkeys formed a liquid armor between me and my pain. The agony of Stefan’s loss and with it the torment of Holger’s betrayal.

In Poland, Holger, Stefan and I had worked together against terror. Now, when things had turned personal, Holger was forcing me out.

When it was his help I needed most.

In 1985, the Danish Defense Intelligence Service, DDIS, had shunted Reserve Army Major Holger Sorensen off to a minor desk job with a limited mandate to gather information from Danes who traveled in the Middle East. Holger’s lack of experience in the Arab-speaking world was seen there as proof that the Danes weren’t serious about this new effort. Plus, DDIS headquarters personnel showed no interest in Holger’s reports. Holger Sorensen was dismissed as no threat to terrorist action.

But Holger’s “irrelevant” experience was key to his strategy. During the first fifteen years of his military career, he had specialized in Poland and Eastern Europe. In 1978, the year he was promoted to the rank of captain, he also started a two-year stint as guest professor of Danish language and literature at the University of Warsaw. He was there at the height of the Solidarity movement and allied himself with Poles who’d lost their faith in Communism. He returned to Copenhagen, and by 1983, he was running agents into Poland, gathering data on the terrorist organizations operating freely on that side of the Berlin Wall.

Soon after he got his minor desk job in 1985, Holger realized that by inspiring well-placed East Bloc nationals to work covertly for him, he could track—and prevent—terrorist actions. Stefan and I gave him his first big success against the Abu Nidal Organization in Europe. By 1987, Abu Nidal had closed down his activities in Poland and established his base in Libya.

 After Communism fell in Eastern Europe, Holger shifted his focus from state-sponsored terrorism to the flow of arms and technology from the private sector to radical groups. He and his people painstakingly traced illegal sales by German companies to Libya. He blew the whistle on Gaddafi’s construction of a chemical weapons plant in Rabta. In an era of satellite surveillance, high-frequency eavesdropping and cybernetic data interception, Holger concentrated his assets on the ground. He stretched his limited resources to sustain a network of fiercely loyal agents in the field. It was a loyalty Holger returned tenfold.

The results were impressive, in large part because the Father-Major’s analysis of terrorist strategy was brilliant.

His analysis of me wasn’t.

He’d ordered me to keep my distance from the wreckage of Global Flight 500. But I couldn’t leave that investigation to others. Why didn’t Holger understand that? Stefan would have. In my place, he’d have acted exactly the same.

Once, during that bleak Warsaw spring of 1986, I’d asked him if what I’d heard was true, that both his grandfather and his father had fought the Nazis. He’d made a joke and changed the subject. Not satisfied, I pressed him about his “legacy of resistance.” He accused me of being romantic—a condition he claimed he’d outgrown. As a boy he’d felt cheated because he knew the Nazis would never return to Poland. So how would he discover if he could fight Fascism with unflagging courage? Endure torture? Go to his death with the names of his comrades unspoken? He’d laughed, gently mocking both me and his childhood self.

But beneath the musical banter I heard the perfect pitch of truth, and the sound resonated in me. As a girl, I’d wished for a cause to test my bravery. We were postwar children, yearning to be like our heroic fathers. We’d both grown up and into that desire—not out of it.

I was euphoric after we escaped from Poland, halfway convinced I should quit the State Department and join up with Stefan and Holger. Good idea, they both said, but don’t rush into it. Stefan was being debriefed by Danish intelligence, I was on leave, we had six months to figure out what to do next. Stefan and Holger took turns teaching me basic tradecraft so I’d understand what fieldwork entailed. They both agreed I’d do well.

But not well enough, I concluded. In the long run, I’d accomplish more from behind a desk in Washington. Like the heroine of a corny movie, I left the man I loved in order to serve my cause. Probably the single most romantic notion I’d ever had. Stefan understood that. And he insisted that the Atlantic Ocean wouldn’t keep us apart. For more than a decade, he’d been right.

By May of 1987, I was back in Washington, working in EUR, State’s Bureau of European and Canadian Affairs. I analyzed threats against US government property and personnel. In a typical case, the Admin Officer at our embassy in Stockholm might find a bootleg copy of the Ambassador’s itinerary in the possession of a local employee. The employee, he’d discover, had done her university studies in Beirut and still traveled often to the Middle East. The Swedish police would interrogate the employee and staffers from Diplomatic Security would interview her co-workers.

From my windowless cubicle on the fifth floor of the State Department, I’d make huge arcs through the data. I’d pull everything that related, from press reports to satellite imagery. Talk to my contacts at Langley and DIA. Make charts, sketch diagrams, draw up lists. I’d work through the connections and outline the most likely scenario. Refine my analysis, come to a conclusion: These are incidents that have similar characteristics. These are the terrorist organizations of interest. These are the individuals you should watch.

I spotted connections other people missed. Maybe my experience in Poland was the reason. My stuff got read by the people who needed it—not everyone in the Department can say that.

I stayed in EUR until December 21, 1988—the day Pan Am 103 exploded. I was detailed to the office of State’s Coordinator for Counterterrorism, S/CT, where I continued doing the same kind of analysis, but on a larger scale. The physical evidence from Lockerbie was inconclusive, the range of suspects broad. For two and a half years I tracked three hundred members of at least twenty different sects, painstakingly eliminating the individuals who could not have been involved. Tedious and time-consuming, but ultimately useful.

By then I’d run up against State’s five-year limitation on domestic assignments. They sent me to do administrative work at the consulate in Toronto—as far “overseas” as the security office would approve. I got pulled back abruptly in 1993, assigned as a staff assistant in the counterterrorism office to do follow-up after the World Trade Center bombing. My focus was terrorist groups operating in Europe, but I worked on the big cases no matter where the perpetrators came from. We all did. You see something like the Oklahoma City bombing, you feel such a terrible urgency. You can’t work on anything else.

Since 1986, defeating terrorism had been the focus of my professional life. For just as long, loving Stefan had been at the heart of my emotional life. Two weeks after I left Denmark in 1987, Stefan came to me in DC. If I needed proof he loved me, I had it then. He was doing contract work for Holger, under cover of a sales-rep job for a Danish shipping conglomerate. It was still too dangerous for me to travel openly in Europe, so he showed up every few months to spend a week, a weekend—once, only six hours. We made love, we fought, we laughed, we argued. There was never enough time. In the past few years, I took three furtive trips to see him. The first time, he’d been tied up for five months in Belgium, couldn’t get away. I slipped into Antwerp to be with him for a week. One Christmas after that, I made a clandestine visit to Copenhagen. Feeling safer, we conspired to steal time together the next fall at a secluded resort in Marbella. Spain was the only European country where I spoke the native language better than he did. Pretending outrage, he insisted we make a covert hydrofoil dash to Tangier so he could dazzle me with his Arabic.

All those romantic trysts, rustic or exotic—they didn’t add up to four hundred days together. He would’ve been with me more—much more—after he quit fieldwork. A cord tightened around my heart, old longing grown so painful it would cripple me if I gave in to it. The numbing effect of the bourbon was wearing off.

The airliner video display predicted we’d land in another fifteen minutes. I’d be back in the US, where Holger Sorensen had sent me. He’d banned me from the investigation. He knew my history, yet he gave me that impossible order. Terrorists had taken someone precious from me. I was a counterterrorist by profession. I had to work on this. The Lockerbie investigation had dragged on for more than two years. It ended only when a clever analyst at the CIA thought to compare a key piece of physical evidence to computer data about other bombings. By then the prime suspects were in Libya, unreachable by American and Scottish law enforcement.

I knew too much about the investigation of airliner bombings to stand aside from this one. I had to find out who’d blown up Global Flight 500. It was the only means I had to avenge Stefan’s death.

I got the benefit of the time change, arriving at Kennedy only an hour later than I’d left Denmark. I was as surly with Immigration as they were with me. I caught a flight to the DC airport I still thought of only as National, then took the Metro to Rosslyn. It was ten o’clock on Sunday night, December 27, when I rang the bell for Harry Martin’s condo.

He buzzed me inside. When I got to the top of the staircase, he was waiting in the doorway, his sandy hair tousled as if he hadn’t bothered to comb it. He was taller than me but he slouched, putting our eyes on the same level. I glimpsed my reflection in the thick lenses of his glasses. My blond hair was messy, too. For the same reason, I realized.

He stepped aside to let me in. “Aren’t you supposed to be holed up in some mountain inn someplace?” he asked.

I dropped my jacket and my carry-on bag inside the door. “Didn’t work out.”

“You look like hell. What happened, you two have a fight?”

“He never showed.”

“Stood you up? On Christmas Eve? Nice guy.”

“Knock it off, Harry.”

“Oh? Is the love affair of the century suddenly in the past tense?”

I didn’t answer. Put my hand over my face instead.

Harry watched me for a second. Then he said, “I was thinking I could use a hot drink.”

He crossed the living area to a galley kitchen. I followed and lowered myself into one of the chrome-and-rattan chairs at the glass-topped table. A few steps away from me, Harry was heating water, getting out cups, measuring whiskey, spooning brown sugar. I stared out the sliding glass doors. A fog-shrouded Key Bridge crossed the black waters of the Potomac. Spotlights illuminated Georgetown University’s classic buildings perched atop the far bank like a Jesuit beacon.

A mug clunked onto the tabletop in front of me. I inhaled coffee steam and whiskey vapors.

Harry waited until I had lifted the cup and taken a sip before saying, “Your dad called me this morning, asking about you.”

“Damn. Forgot to phone and wish him a Merry Christmas.” My father worried. He’d made me give him not only my work phone number but also Harry’s number—someone he could call in an emergency. I raised my eyes to meet Harry’s. “Anything wrong?”

“Not with him. But he said it wasn’t like you to forget a holiday. Wanted me to check, see if you were all right.”

I set my cup on the table. “I have to call him.”

“No rush,” Harry said. “We chatted. He calmed down. Invited me out for a visit. Promised to take me up in some ancient two-seater he owns with some other old codger. His words, by the way.” He grinned. “Must be a great guy.”

“He is.” I tried to smile but my lip quivered, ruining the effect. I used both hands, got the cup back to my mouth, took another swallow. 

Harry ran a hand over his hair. “Want to tell me about it?”

I wiped cream off my upper lip with the back of my hand and shook my head.

Jet-engine noise filled the silence. We watched green and red marker lights drop to our level as an airliner bound for National made its approach down the river. The glass doors vibrated.

“Then what can I do for you?” he asked.

Harry worked as special assistant to the director of intelligence policy and coordination in State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research. His job was grandly described as the nexus between the Department’s consumers of intelligence and the collectors of intelligence. Translation: He did hush-hush liaison work with Langley. He’d personally handled the diplomatic fallout from the CIA’s economic espionage fiasco in France.

We were both forty and single and we’d been friends since our first tour together as consular officers in San Salvador. I didn’t have to pretend I’d interrupted my Christmas vacation to make a social call. I said, “Tell me what you’ve got on Global Flight 500.”

“How much do you know?”

“Not much more than I’ve read in the newspapers.”

“So you don’t know we lost Billy Nu?”

“Billy Nu?” I shoved hair off my forehead with the heel of my hand. “I didn’t see his name on the passenger list.”

“You probably didn’t recognize it.” Harry pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “Only his mother is Vietnamese. He’s named for his father. Williamson Neuminster Junior. Boarded in London.”

“Damn.” Williamson Neuminster, Billy Nu, was a State Department investigator who followed up on threats against US diplomats assigned abroad. “I can’t believe—”

Harry cut me off. “Plus a LegAtt out of Brussels.”

LegAtt was shorthand for Legal Attaché, the diplomatic title for FBI agents assigned overseas. 

 “You’re saying they ignored the warning.” My brain kicked into gear as if I’d gotten a hit of caffeine. Four US intelligence agents had died when Pan Am 103 blew up on exactly the same date in 1988. No one ever explained satisfactorily why they’d ignored a similar warning not to fly an American carrier. Both Billy and his companion had known the risk when they boarded Global 500 out of Heathrow on December 21. I felt a familiar ache between my shoulder blades, like a silent alarm.

Harry put my thoughts into words. “Maybe something drew them to that particular plane.”

Drawn by the same thing that Stefan was after? I looked down at my cup. I didn’t try to pick it up. My shaking hand would have slopped coffee across the table. I said, “What else have you got?”

“The NTSB says there was explosive decompression.”

“I read that.” All three of the plane’s radios and both transponders had gone dead at the same second. There were only three possible causes for instantaneous and total loss of power to the cockpit: midair collision, massive structural failure, or a bomb.

“Had to be a bomb,” Harry said. “They won’t go public without evidence of high-speed particle penetration. But the same date, virtually the same flight, so close to the other site—everyone knows it was a bomb. Very cleverly designed, to get past all the detection systems at Heathrow. Triggering device must have been state-of-the-art.” He shook his head. “We figure they could have put it right down on Lockerbie again. Guess they didn’t want to make it easy for us to recover their handiwork.”

I’d seen pictures of the crater Pan Am 103 had gouged in the quiet Scottish neighborhood of Sherwood Crescent. Eleven people on the ground had died that time, crushed when the cockpit tore through their homes. The terrorists had gotten so skillful, they could repeat that horror whenever they chose. Despite the warmth of the mug, the tips of my fingers were cold and the chill was spreading up my arms, toward the ache at the back of my neck. 

“What’s the theory on motive?” I asked. 

“We see it primarily as a demonstration of what they can do.”

My shoulder twitched, an involuntary shudder. “But nobody’s claiming credit?”

Harry shook his head. “Nobody’s inviting US retaliation for this one.”

“So what do you think of the theory?”

“Logical in a big-picture way. If they want to frighten us, they accomplished that. But you know me, Casey. I’m little-picture. Personal reasons always have more explanatory value for me.”

“Somebody had a personal motive for blowing up two hundred and twenty-seven people?”

Harry shook his head. “For blowing up one person. The other two hundred and twenty-six were for free.”

I went over to stand in front of the sliding door. The glass was cool against my forehead. While I stood there, another airliner swooped from the sky and roared down the river toward National.

Harry stood beside me, not touching. When he spoke, his voice was scarcely audible. “He was on it, wasn’t he?”

“Seems pretty likely.” My throat was closing and my words came out thick.

“I’m sorry.” When he spoke again, the consoling tone was gone from his voice. “If he was the target,” Harry said, “they’ll be coming after you next.”
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Something cold twisted in my stomach. “After me?” I said. My voice was pitched too high, my fear too plain. I breathed deeply, tried again. “They wouldn’t come here.”

“Can’t rule that out,” Harry said. “If Stefan Krajewski was the goal, we’ve got a different soccer game. One where you’re a player.”

The cold knot in my stomach was coming undone, twisting and undulating, sending bitter liquid up my throat. Harry was trying to scare me. He was succeeding. I sat back down. “You don’t know killing Stefan was their objective.”

Harry took the chair beside me. The light from the overhead fixture glinted off the metal frames of his glasses. “Right now, we don’t know much of anything. The FBI and half of Interpol are working on it. Until they identify the culprit, you’d be wise to lie low.”

“Lie low?” I made a disgusted noise. “Don’t you start in on me.”

“Somebody better,” he said. “You’re still not cleared to work anywhere overseas.”

I started to protest and he raised a hand to stop me.

“Canada doesn’t count,” he said. “You told me what Diplomatic Security said the last time they reviewed your clearance.” He squinted slightly, as if trying to make his words perfect before he threw them at me. “Assigning you to a European embassy would be like setting up a shooting gallery.”

“Billy Nu said that.” I swallowed. “He was a sharp guy. But he over-stated the case. I’d almost talked him out of it. All this time’s gone by and nobody’s bothered with me.”

“But if they took out Stefan . . .” He brushed the back of my hand with his fingertips.

His touch was like a warm breeze of solace. I felt my throat closing. Not here. I clutched the mug tighter, willed away my grief.

Harry kept watching me. “They know that you worked with Stefan in Warsaw. And then there’s the night you fled Poland. You, Stefan, the killer Abu Nidal sent after you—all three of you got on that ferryboat to Denmark. But the killer wasn’t on board when it docked on the other side of the Baltic. Some nasty people said they’d pay you both back. Maybe they’re getting started.”

“Right,” I said, staring at the muddy liquid in my cup.

His voice became earnest. “And then the stuff you did after Pan Am 103 exploded.” He paused, looked at me hard. He knew I wouldn’t deny that I’d done work good enough to call attention to myself. “Now this bombing. We keep finding parallels. Don’t you see how it could be meant as a threat directly against you?”

“You’re stretching,” I said.

“I don’t think so. You have to stay out of sight for a while, till we figure out what’s going on.” Then his tone sharpened. “What have you done so far?”

I didn’t answer.

His eyes went to my carry-on bag. A band of white tape crisscrossed the openings, unbroken since the pre-boarding search at Kastrup. The lettering spelled out AIRPORT SECURITY in royal blue. Harry glared at me. “What did you think you were doing?”

“I had to find out—”

“Why don’t you paint a bull’s-eye on your brain stem?”

The chromed legs of my chair rasped against the carpeting. I stood. “I don’t need this—”

“Calm down. This is your old pal Harry. I’m worried about you.”

I made a conciliatory gesture. “Guess I’ve gotten too much of that advice. ‘Lie low. Play it safe. Take it easy.’”

“You have to wait for the dust to settle—”

“Not dust. Body parts.”

He was standing, too. “Look, you can’t start acting crazy. I know he was important to you. But—”

“‘Important’?” I was at the door by then. “Stefan wasn’t important to me. I loved him.” I shoved my arms into my jacket sleeves and grabbed my bag. “Losing him is tearing me apart. If you don’t understand that, anything I do is going to look crazy to you.”

Harry was at the door. “Casey, I didn’t mean—”

“I appreciate your telling me as much as you did,” I said. “But don’t tell me how to handle this.”

He kept on as though he hadn’t heard me. “Go home. Get some sleep. Come and see me tomorrow. Let’s put together a plan.”

“Sure,” I called from the foyer. The tired look on his face told me he knew I didn’t mean it.

The frozen cement rang hollowly under my boots. Three cabs idled in the stand next to the Hyatt Hotel, their exhaust milky in the cold air, throbbing engines the only sound echoing off Rosslyn’s concrete high-rises. I got into the car at the head of the line. The black skin on the back of the driver’s shaved head glistened under the hotel security lights as he U-turned and headed downhill. Harry was right, I had enemies in Libya and in the Abu Nidal Organization. Good idea to be watchful. I was relieved I’d found one of the few cab drivers in northern Virginia who hadn’t been born in the Middle East.

The cracked vinyl of the rear seat was slippery as ice beneath me, the air stuffy with the smell of the exhaust. As we crossed Key Bridge, another inbound flight roared over us. The driver got off Rock Creek Parkway at the National Zoo exit and dropped me farther up Connecticut Avenue, in front of the brownstone where I owned the rear half of the second floor. 

I paused outside my door, fumbling with my keys. There was nothing but lonely emptiness on the other side of that door. And two gaily wrapped packages, lying in ambush for me in the back of my closet. I jingled my key chain and regretted for the hundredth time that I’d never gotten another dog. No room ever felt empty when my Rhodesian Ridgeback was in it. Cecil had been only two when I was posted abroad for the first time. He’d accompanied me to San Salvador, gallantly accepting his new job in diplomatic protection. He’d prowled my walled yard every night, washed my face every morning, kept me safe as long as he could. He’d tried to stop the men who came over the wall, but got out only one piercing howl before they slit his throat. The State Department awarded me a fifteen-thousand-dollar salary bonus during my tour in San Salvador. There was a good reason for the extra compensation. I’d made a bad decision, taking Cecil to a danger-pay-post. I didn’t want another dog until I was living in a safe place. 

I wasn’t there yet. But Stefan could have protected me and a dog. A few weeks past August, I’d dreamed up that scenario, goofily singing, “Stefan and me and puppy makes three.” The fleeting memory was like a cold draft, a chill reminder that I hadn’t yet totaled my losses. I shivered as I shoved the door open.

The first thing I saw was the red light blinking on my answering machine. Stefan!

I dropped my bag and rushed over to push the playback button. The cassette spindle hummed, rewinding. It spun on and on, as though the messages were infinite in length. I clicked on the table lamp and flipped open the plastic lid. The top spindles were empty, the left one endlessly rewinding nothing.

My incoming message cassette was missing.

I pressed the playback button again, but the eerie spinning continued. I grabbed the handset and the spindle’s motion ceased. I stared at the device. The LED readout showed the digit 3. Three messages of unknown length, from unknown person or persons, of great interest to an unknown intruder. I noticed gray finger smudges on the inside of the lid. I dropped the phone and held my hand palm-up under the pool of light. My fingers were coated with dust.

I switched on the overhead light. More evidence that I’d had visitors while I was away. Bookcases lined the walls of my living room. Mostly they held paperbacks and remainders, books of all sizes and shapes, shoved tight against the veneer backing, leaving a jagged edge of open shelf in front. Before I’d set out to meet the Father-Major, I’d carefully withdrawn and replaced a couple of volumes. I’d been gone only three days. The marks I’d intentionally left on the never-dusted shelves should have still been there. But all the exposed wood was powdered with dirt. Just like my telephone.

Someone had come looking for something. And my poor housekeeping had made his efforts too obvious. He’d covered his tracks with grit. I wondered why he’d gone to so much trouble to conceal his search—and then given himself away by removing the cassette. I didn’t stop to puzzle that one out. Someone was too interested in me.

In fifteen seconds I was closing my door from the other side. Nobody in the hallway. Good. And nothing unusual outdoors either. But I kept my eyes roving as I hurried down the block. Nobody was following me and I wouldn’t make it easy for anyone to pick up my trail. One more stop, and then no taxicab, no credit cards, no showing my ID to anyone.

Five minutes later I was in front of an ATM. The lights above it turned the skin on my hand greenish red. My hand shook on the first try and I nearly lost my card to a computer programmed for ultra-suspicion after midnight. I willed myself to stay calm and managed to extract five hundred dollars from my account. Then I made my way by public transportation to the southeast side of the District. I found a budget motel near the Anacostia River, registered under a false name and paid cash for a stingy room.

On Monday morning I walked the few blocks from that motel to an anonymous office building in Buzzard Point. At eight-thirty, I was looking across a desk at Mike Buchanan, his eyes watery from a winter cold. He blew his lumpy nose, jammed the handkerchief back into his pants pocket and waved me into the visitor’s chair.

“Some cold
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