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ONE



Jimmie Snyder was twenty-three, tall and lanky. He had been in his current job less than two months and he was scared. He knew he had screwed up. He lay awake at nights worrying about it, as if under Chinese water torture, waiting for the next drip to hit him on the forehead. It was all about expectations, mostly his father’s.

Snyder’s dad was the managing partner in a large law firm in Chicago. Jimmie had graduated pre-law from Stanford a year earlier and his father wanted him to go to law school. But Jimmie wanted to go into film production. His father would have none of it. As far as the old man was concerned, Jimmie needed credentials to round out his law school application and beef up his less-than-stellar undergraduate grades and middling LSAT score.

Toward that end, his father pulled every string within reach to land the boy a job in Washington. The best he could do on short notice was a temporary position as a part-time guide. The job was a holding pattern until his dad could yank more levers and land something better.

It took him three months and a hefty contribution to a senator in Alabama but he found a spot for Jimmie as a staff gofer with one of the many Senate subcommittees. This particular panel was charged with overseeing sensitive matters of intelligence. As it turned out, the nature of the assignment now made the situation even worse for his son.

It might take a while for the details to trickle back, to filter from one branch to the other, but Jimmie knew he would be called on the carpet sooner or later and asked to explain how he could have done something so stupid. How could he have allowed some middle-aged lawyer from California, wearing a polo shirt and shorts, to talk his way backstage, past all the locked doors and the phalanx of security into the private sanctum off-limits to all but the gods of government? What in an earlier decade might have been a minor transgression, in the age of terror had become grounds for job termination and possible criminal prosecution.

Jimmie had spent a week of sleepless nights trying to conjure up some plausible explanation for why he had done it. Call it bad judgment. Maybe it was because he was angry and bored. He hated the job and the fact that his father had manipulated him into taking it. It was that, but also the fact that the man he met that day was so easy to talk to. Unlike Snyder’s father, the guy was affable, approachable, and interested. He listened to everything Jimmie had to say. When Jimmie told him he really didn’t want to pursue a career in law, the lawyer, a perfect stranger, gave him absolution. He told Jimmie that the first rule of success in life was to follow your dreams. And then to find out that the guy was a Stanford law alum on vacation, how could Jimmie say no? All the man wanted was to see a few of the rooms off-limits to the public. Jimmie had already finished his tour of duty for the day. What was the harm? It wasn’t as if they had done anything wrong. Other than take a few pictures, chat, and look around, you would never have known the man was there. Jimmie still had the guy’s business card in his wallet—WARREN HUMPHREYS, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW—with an address in Santa Rosa, California.


Now one of the other Senate staffers told Jimmie that inquiries were being made. Nothing formal as yet, but it was likely to cause waves because the incident could not be contained on the legislative side. Sooner or later Jimmie was likely to be visited by investigators.

Like a bad dream, all the little details tripped through his brain as he walked out the doors of the Hart Senate Office Building. Even now, a few minutes after six, with the sun sailing toward the horizon, the heat of midsummer was oppressive. Most of the members of Congress were gone, back to their districts for the recess, leaving staff to wither in the sultry heat of the national swamp. Beads of sweat ran down the back of his shirt collar as he thought about what could happen. He didn’t dare tell his father.

Every little aspect of what had seemed an innocent adventure, a courtesy to a friendly tourist, now appeared much more ominous.

The man’s camera was something that hadn’t even occurred to Jimmie until later, when he realized he was in trouble. Cameras were prohibited except in the public areas. He wondered how the little point-and-shoot job had gotten through the metal detector without setting off the alarm.

Maybe the man had posted some of his pictures on the Internet. That would explain how they’d found out. He scoured his brain trying to remember whether he might have absently slipped into one or more of the shots. There was no way to be sure, but he didn’t think so. All the man wanted was a few snapshots of some of the interiors. He seemed most interested in the walnut-paneled library, which was elegant, and the gymnasium upstairs. The gym was nothing special, just one of those conversational curiosities inside the Beltway.

Jimmie strode onto the sidewalk and headed for the Metro rail and home. It was a short ride. He lived alone in a small sublet apartment in Alexandria. Rent was high in the area but he was lucky. He had gotten a deal on the place for the summer. When the members of Congress returned, so would the tenant, a lobbyist for the drug industry, and, Jimmie would have to find another place to live. If there was a silver lining to any of this, it was the fact that if they fired him, he would not have to find new digs come fall. He would be gone.

A few blocks on, Jimmie ventured onto the long, steep escalator and down into the immense cavern of the Metro rail. He slipped his card into the slot at the turnstile, slid through, and ran for the train. He caught it just before the doors closed.

The thought of escaping Washington, even at the cost of failure, left Jimmie to wonder if it would be enough for his father to finally give up on him. This and the deep sense of disappointment he would have to endure occupied Jimmie as he sat listening to the wheels skim over the steel rails.

Twelve minutes later he emerged from the King Street station in Alexandria. The setting sun had finally dipped behind the buildings by the time he reached the entrance to the three-story brick apartment house. There were only fourteen units. They ranged from studios to three-bedrooms, all of them equipped with updated fixtures and hardwood floors. There was no elevator or front desk, and no twenty-four-hour security. The lobbyist who held the lease to Jimmie’s unit was looking for a summer tenant to watch the place. As long as Jimmie didn’t throw parties and didn’t smoke, the single-bedroom apartment was his for two hundred dollars a month until fall. It was a steal.

He climbed the five steps fishing in his pocket for his key to the front entrance. By the time he got there, he realized that the heavy oak door wasn’t locked. Something was wrong with the door’s overhead closing arm that caused it to stay open just a crack. He had noticed it a couple of days earlier.

He pushed the door and it opened. Once inside he waited for the door to close, then gave it a shove until he heard the lock snap into place. He made a mental note to tell the building manager.

He used his apartment key to check his mail in the locked boxes in the lobby. There was nothing but a few pieces of junk mail and one business envelope from his father’s law firm. Probably more suggestions for his law school résumé. He headed for the stairs.

Using his apartment key as a letter opener, he tore a jagged opening in the envelope. He was looking down at the single folded page inside when his peripheral vision caught some dark image in front of him on the stairs. Jimmie glanced up.

There, sprawled across the steps from the banister to the wall, was the hunched-up body of an indigent. Some beggar had wandered into the building. Unshaven, he was wearing a soiled dark trench coat and scuffed-up black shoes with no socks. The guy looked like a dropped sack of potatoes. For a moment Jimmie wondered if he was dead. But as he studied the motionless figure in front of him, he detected the subtle rise of respiration under the wrinkled, dirty coat.

“Excuse me.”

The guy didn’t move.

“Mister.” Jimmie nudged him with his foot.

The body didn’t budge.

“If you don’t get out of here, I’m going to have to call the cops.”

Still there was no movement. A faint odor of alcohol lingered over the slumped form. He had wandered into the building, probably looking for a cool place to sleep, and had passed out on the stairs.

Jimmie nudged him again but the guy still didn’t move. He couldn’t get around him, so he lifted one long leg, took a giant stride, and tried to navigate three steps while going over the top of the guy. As he straddled the man, suddenly a gloved hand reached out from the trench coat and grabbed Jimmie’s ankle.

The kid smiled. “Excuse me!” The man’s grip was amazingly powerful for a semiconscious drunk.

“What are you doing?” Jimmie reached down to grab the hand that was on his ankle. As he did this, he felt a sharp sting on the back of his hand, as if a snake had bitten him.

He tried to jerk his hand back, but just as quickly it was held fast by the gloved hand that had left his ankle.


“What the hell!” A burning sensation spread like fire through the vein on the back of his left hand, between the first two fingers. “What are you doing?”

The ripped envelope fluttered down the stairs like a fallen leaf. It was followed by the jangle of keys onto the stairs. Before the envelope settled at the foot of the steps, Jimmie’s vision began to blur. An amazing feeling of euphoria swept through his body, carried by the heat that flushed his veins. He stood there weaving in a broad circle as if floating on a cloud. Sprawl-legged over the man lying on the stairs, a sensation of uncaring bliss flooded his body.

As if in a dream, Jimmie watched as the bum left the syringe still buried deep in Jimmie’s left hand. The leather glove reached up and grabbed him by the shoulder. In a rapture, Jimmie settled on the stairs, his delirious gaze focused at the fuzzy edge of the carpeted runner where his cheek landed. His vision clouded. He blinked twice. There was a fleeting sensation of drool as it ran from the corner of his paralyzed mouth, and then nothing as the filament of existence dissolved.

The bum shifted his body and pulled himself out from beneath his fallen victim. He was slight of build, the kind of spindly character who could cross a crowded street and never garner more than a fleeting glance from those who passed him. He had a pockmarked face from an adolescence of acne. But even this did not distinguish him, unless you happened to engage his eyes. If the iris was the window into the soul, Muerte Liquida’s glassy stare offered a view of hell. To a growing list of victims it was the last thing they ever saw.

He glanced quickly at the plunger on the syringe to make sure it was all the way in. He didn’t remove it but instead grabbed a roll of surgical tape from the pocket of his trench coat. He wrapped three rounds of the tape around the syringe and the dead man’s hand to hold the hypodermic in place.

Then, as if in a single motion, he grabbed the keys and slipped down the stairs to retrieve the envelope. Like a jack-in-the-box, he came back up and lifted the body from under the arms and around the chest. For someone so slim he was deceptively strong. Liquida carried the body up the few steps to the second floor. Down the corridor a short distance he found apartment 204.

He leaned the body against the wall and held it there with his shoulder as he opened the door with the key. Within seconds he and the lifeless body were inside with the door closed. He tossed the keys and the envelope on the chair next to the door.

Now he moved with lightning speed. Liquida lifted the kid in his arms so as not to leave drag marks, and carried him into the bedroom. He laid him on the bed and then removed the dead man’s coat, tie, and shoes; opened his shirt collar; and rolled up his sleeves.

Liquida then reached into the oversize pockets inside his trench coat and started pulling out the paraphernalia. This included a short length of elastic surgical tubing; a box of fresh syringes; a tablespoon properly burned and scoured with the residue of heroin; and a small jar with a charred wick, an alcohol burner. To this he added several cotton balls, all of which had been soaked in a solution of heroin and left to dry.

After impressing a thumb and fingerprint from the victim’s right hand onto the working end of the spoon and the burner, Liquida lit the burner and allowed some of the residue from the hot spoon to permeate up to the lampshade on the nightstand next to the bed. He put the hot spoon on the wooden surface on the nightstand, where it left a burn mark. He arranged everything on the nightstand next to the bed, except for the tubing. That he stretched out under the kid’s left forearm a few inches above the taped syringe that was still embedded in the large vein at the back of the victim’s hand. He removed the surgical tape and carefully impressed a single right thumbprint from the victim on the plunger of the hypodermic. Then he ran a few carefully smudged prints with his dead fingers down the barrel of the syringe.

Finally Liquida retrieved six small packets of silvery aluminum foil from the pocket of his trench coat. Four of these contained two small chips, each of black-tar heroin heavily cut and stepped on, any one of which would be unlikely to cause an overdose. The fifth sealed packet contained two deadly doses of pure heroin. He placed these in the top drawer of the nightstand. Then he unfolded the foil on the sixth packet and left it on the nightstand next to the spoon. It contained one small chip of black tar, almost five hundred milligrams of pure heroin. The second chip from the packet Liquida had processed by using the spoon and burner before loading it into the syringe.

When the crime unit processed the scene, they would find an inexperienced recreational user who had gotten a mixed bag of product and overshot his tolerance by not realizing the potency of his purchase.

The job was nearly done. There was only one more item. Liquida grabbed the kid’s suit coat from the floor, reached inside, and found Jimmie Snyder’s wallet. He opened it and started looking. Sure enough, behind one of the credit cards he found it, just like the man had said. He plucked the business card from the wallet and put it in his pocket.

He was finished, except for one final touch, something special, a personal perk. It was something for himself that the client hadn’t asked for but was going to get anyway. It would give Liquida immense pleasure. Time to draw the fly into the web. Fumbling with his gloved fingers he pulled a small plastic bag from his pocket. Inside was a single business card. He lifted the card from the bag.

 

PAUL MADRIANI

Attorney-at-Law

Madriani and Hinds

 

He slipped it behind the credit card in the kid’s wallet. Then he replaced the wallet in the coat pocket and laid the coat on the foot of the bed, next to the body.


In less than a minute, Liquida was out the door and down the stairs. He stopped only briefly to remove the duct tape he had put on the overhead closing arm at the front door two days earlier to keep it from locking.

Out on the street he mixed in with a few pedestrians. By the time they reached the corner, the disheveled vagrant in the dirty, dark trench coat had disappeared like a lethal wisp of smoke.








TWO



It’s tricky to know how good a job the government does at keeping secrets since the only ones we know about are the ones that leak. This morning Zeb Thorpe, assistant director for the FBI’s National Security Branch, is trying to wedge all four fingers and his thumb into the cloak-and-dagger dike, which is starting to drip.

Thorpe has us closeted in the federal building out near Miramar for what appears to be a session of truth and consequences.

“Mr. Madriani, Mr. Hinds, Mr. Diggs. I appreciate all of you coming out here this morning.”

“I didn’t know we had a choice,” says Harry.

Harry Hinds is my law partner. He doesn’t like cops and had developed a terminal aversion to the FBI when he discovered several months ago that they had wired our office and tapped our phones.

“Nonetheless, we appreciate your cooperation,” says Thorpe.

The best he gets from Herman Diggs, our investigator, is a dark-eyed nod. Herman is African American, about six foot four, so Thorpe has to look up at him as he smiles.

“Please come in, take a seat. Can I get you anything—coffee, soda, bottled water?” He directs us toward the long, dark conference table in the center of the room, where a court reporter is already set up behind his stenograph machine. Seated at the table is James Olson, the new United States attorney for the Southern District of California. Seated beside him is a slender, austere man in a naval uniform.

“Just what I wanted for breakfast, coffee and a transcript,” says Harry.

“We could have done it surreptitiously, digital tapes and microphones,” says Olson.

“That would have felt like home,” says Harry. “Just like my office.”

Ordinarily Olson would not be doing this himself. He would have assigned it to one of his deputy U.S. attorneys. But given the sensitive nature of the inquisition, I am surprised they haven’t dispatched Olson’s boss from Washington to conduct it.

“I would apologize for the wiretaps and the surveillance,” says Thorpe. He ushers us inside and closes the door, and then motions us toward the three chairs closest to the court reporter. “But we didn’t have much choice. You have to understand that at the time, we had no idea who you and Mr. Madriani were working with, where your loyalties lay, or for that matter what you knew. We did what we had to do.”

“As I recall, that was the defense at Nuremburg,” says Harry.

“And we’d do it again,” says Olson.

“You mean the gassing or the wiretapping?” says Harry.

Olson gives him a mean-eyed stare.

“I know you’re new to the job and you probably need to practice your law enforcement hard-on for Mr. Thorpe and the court reporter. So feel free to jump right in,” says Harry.

The court reporter looks up. “Should I be taking this down?”

“No.” Olson fires at him a stony-eyed stare from across the table.

“Gentlemen, please. Let’s try to keep this civil and brief.” Thorpe tries to moderate. “Mr. Madriani, how about some water for you?”


“I’m fine.”

“Mr. Diggs?”

“Depends how long we’re gonna be here,” says Herman.

“That depends on what you have to say.” Olson speaks before Thorpe can open his mouth.

“A bottle of water would be nice,” says Herman.

Harry, Herman, and I take our seats and Olson nods toward the court reporter. “Now,” he says.

He has each of us identify ourselves for the record and state our home addresses. The stenographer has us spell our names.

“I suspect you gentlemen know what this is about,” says Olson. “The events outside the North Island Naval Air Station earlier this year, what the media now refers to as the ‘Coronado Assault.’”

For about eight months, Thorpe and his minions have managed to maintain wraps on the central missing detail surrounding the gun battle outside the gates of the North Island Naval Air Station.

“There is no secret to the fact that a group of terrorists were thwarted in their attempt to detonate a bomb-laden vehicle near the naval base at Coronado.” Olson looks up to make sure we’re all singing from the same page.

“And that in the ensuing gun battle the terrorists, all of them, were killed along with three law enforcement officers. At some point the bomb was defused and the vehicle was removed. Are we in agreement with regard to these basic facts?” asks Olson.

“If you say so,” says Harry.

“Do you have some other version of the facts?” Olson looks at him.

“This is your party,” says Harry.

“Fine, let’s start with you, Mr. Hinds. Have you spoken to anyone in the media, or anyone else for that matter, concerning the events in question?”

“I might have mentioned it to my barber,” says Harry. “People want to know. What can I say?”


“But as I understand it, you weren’t there that day,” says Olson. “You weren’t actually near the truck or at the scene, is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“So where did you get your information?”

Harry glances at me.

“So whatever you think you might know concerning the shoot-out and the truck, and whatever was on the truck”—Olson puts the emphasis on this last point—“is nothing but hearsay. Is that correct?”

“That’s right. So why don’t I just go?” Harry starts to get up.

“Sit down,” says Olson.

“How about you, Mr. Madriani?” Olson looks at me. “Have you talked to anyone, besides your partner, concerning the events that day and what you think you might have seen?”

“No.”

“No one? You haven’t mentioned it to other employees in your office?”

“No.”

“What about your family? You must have said something to them?” says Olson.

“No. There’s just my daughter. And I want to keep her out of it.”

“What is her name?” Olson sits poised with his pen over a yellow legal pad.

“Stay away from her,” I tell him. “She’s not involved.”

“Her name?” he says.

“Sarah Madriani.”

He writes it down. “Does she have an address?”

“She lives with me. She’s just graduated from college.”

“Congratulations,” he says. “Has anyone from the media tried to contact you concerning the events at Coronado?”

I laugh. “You must be kidding. We’ve had to change our business phone number four times. For three months we had to move the location of our practice to another office in another city to avoid the horde camped outside our door. That answer your question?”


Olson looks at Thorpe, who nods as if to confirm these details.

“So you’re telling us you haven’t divulged any information concerning the details of what happened that day?”

“By details, do you mean the fact that the device on board the truck was nuclear?” I say.

“You don’t know that,” says Thorpe.

“So what do you think it was?” says Harry.

“According to the information I have, it was an IED, an improvised explosive device,” says Thorpe.

This is the official line, and technically correct. After all, it was a forty-year-old nuclear bomb originally designed for the belly of an obsolete Russian cruise missile and modified sufficiently to be loaded into the bed of a rental truck. The government has offered no other details and has blunted further inquiries on the grounds of security and because the device is the subject of an ongoing investigation. No doubt the investigation will be ongoing in perpetuity. Nobody wants to explain how close we came to a moon-size crater at the north end of Coronado or the annihilation of most of the inhabitants of the city.

“The fact of the matter is,” says Thorpe, “none of you has anything but suspicions.”

“Then why are we here?” I ask.

“To make sure you haven’t spread those suspicions to the media or to anyone else,” says Olson.

Somewhere, someplace, someone has talked. They’re trying to find out who and stanch the flow before the tidal wave overwhelms them.

“If you recall, at the time of our initial interrogation we were instructed by you, by the FBI, that under no circumstances were we to reveal any information concerning the nature or details of the device,” I tell him.

“That’s correct,” says Thorpe.

“The question is have you revealed such information?” says Olson. “I put the question to you, Mr. Madriani.”


“No.”

“Mr. Hinds?”

“What would I know?”

Olson looks at him.

“No,” says Harry.

“And you, Mr. Diggs. Have you said anything to anyone concerning the device?”

“Nobody ever talks to me,” says Herman.

“Does that mean no?” says Olson.

“That’s what it means.”

“I remind you all that this is part of the ongoing criminal investigation. That you are talking to law enforcement officers in these regards. So any deception or misinformation could have criminal consequences. Do you understand that?”

Each of us replies in the affirmative and the court reporter takes it down.

“That’s all I have,” says Olson. “They’re all yours. We’re off the record.”

The stenographer starts to pack up his machine.

“You mean we’re not finished?” I say.

“Not quite,” says Thorpe.








THREE



It takes several minutes for the stenographer and Olson to gather their belongings and clear the room. The entire time Thorpe is seated in his chair in total silence, shooting furtive glances at us, so by the time the door closes the atmosphere over the table seems charged.

“Is this when we’re supposed to believe that we’re not being taped?” says Harry.

“You’re not,” says Thorpe. “I’m not asking for information. I’m imparting it. What I’m about to tell you is for your own safety.” He reaches down into a briefcase at the side of his chair and pulls out a large manila envelope. He lifts the flap and slides out several glossy photographs, eight-by-tens.

He assembles these into packets of three, one for each of us, and then slides them down the table toward us.

The top photograph appears to be something from a crime scene, a young man, a head-and-shoulder shot. You might think he was sleeping unless you looked closely and noticed the slight blue cast of his face, cyanosis.

“Do any of you recognize the man in the first photograph?”


I take another look, and then shake my head as I glance toward Harry.

“No,” he says.

“Never saw him before,” says Herman.

“He was found dead, an apparent drug overdose in an apartment in D.C. a few days ago. In his wallet was your business card, Mr. Madriani.”

When I look up at Thorpe, he is staring straight at me. “Do you have any idea how it got there?”

I shake my head. “No,” and then look at the photograph again. “Do you have a name to go with the picture?”

“James Snyder,” says Thorpe.

“Doesn’t ring any bells,” I tell him. “I can check our files, see if his name pops up in the computer, but I have no recollection of him at all.”

“I don’t think you’ll find anything in your firm’s records,” says Thorpe.

“Why do you say that?” I ask.

“Because we lifted a latent thumbprint from the back of your business card, the one that was found in his wallet. Ordinarily you wouldn’t expect to find much, especially if the card’s been slipped in and out of a wallet several times. You might get a smudged print. But this one was pretty clear. What’s more, the print didn’t belong to the victim. And it wasn’t yours. We checked. When we ran it through our computer, the thumbprint on your card matched an unidentified print we lifted from another crime scene. Next picture,” says Thorpe.

We flip to the next eight-by-ten glossy.

At first it is difficult to determine what the image is until I realize it’s a human body. It is charred, burned so thoroughly that the gases, body fat, and oils have erupted from the abdomen, leaving a darkened cave of encrusted and exposed ribs. Both legs end in sharpened stubs somewhere below the knee. The head looks like a burned volleyball, all the facial features gone.


“Okay, if you’re trying to scare me, you’ve succeeded,” says Harry.

“I wouldn’t expect you to recognize him, Mr. Hinds. I don’t think you ever saw him,” says Thorpe. “But both of you, Mr. Diggs and Mr. Madriani, did see this man, possibly more than once. He was at the scene that day near the gate to the naval base. He was one of the terrorists. In fact, we believe he was the leader. His name was Alim Afundi. We know that from the DNA we were able to extract from the body. He had been in federal custody at one point. I’m not at liberty to tell you where he was confined, but a DNA sample was taken at that time. He apparently escaped. Suffice it to say, we did not take him into custody at the scene in Coronado.”

“So contrary to Mr. Olson’s statement, the terrorists were not all killed at the scene?” says Harry.

“No,” says Thorpe. “We found his charred remains two days after the shootout in Coronado at a location near National City, a few miles north of the Mexican border, which is where we lifted the unidentified print matching the one found on your business card,” says Thorpe.

“But you don’t know who the print belongs to?” I ask.

“No. But we do have rumors as to who killed Afundi. There’s some sketchy information from sources across the border that the person who killed him is a Mexican hit man. According to the information, he’s a professional assassin known only by reputation, mostly among aspiring young guns trying to claw their way to the top of the professional pyramid. To them, none of whom claims to have actually seen the man, he is known variously as the Mexicutioner, sometimes Muerta Liquida. It means liquid death,” says Thorpe. “Others just call him Liquida.”

“Charming,” says Harry.

“From what we’re told by the Mexican authorities, he’s connected to the Tijuana drug cartel. But he also freelances. We think he may have been working with the people who transported the device to Coronado.”

“You mean the IED,” says Harry.

“Any of you ever heard the name Liquida?” Thorpe ignores Harry. “Perhaps during your sojourn down south?”

“You mean the trip to Costa Rica?” says Herman.

“That’s what I mean.”

Herman and I had gone south to find a witness and gather evidence in a criminal case. It was how we got caught up in the events surrounding the attack in Coronado.

“Do you have any description of this man Liquida?” I ask.

“Nothing,” says Thorpe.

I remember the pockmarked cheek and the evil eyes stalking me from a moving car that night as I hid in the shadows under a parked vehicle in San Jose. All I got was a fleeting glance as fear forced my face into the gravel, not enough to provide a reliable description. Still, I may have a name to go with the evil eyes.

“If Liquida was working with them, why would he kill this guy Afundi?” says Herman. “If Afundi was the boss, I mean.”

“Maybe to silence him,” says Thorpe. “We don’t know. As you can see, the body was badly burned. But the medical examiner did find what appeared to be some indications of torture before he died. It’s possible the two of them, Liquida and Afundi, got sideways, and Afundi came out second best in a grudge match.”

“Yeah, I’d say whoever did this has a problem with anger management,” says Harry. He is looking at the photograph of the charred body.

“The question is, assuming the information from Mexico is accurate, how did Liquida’s thumbprint, if it is his, end up on your business card in the wallet of a drug overdose in D.C.?” says Thorpe.

I look at him with a blank stare. “So what is it exactly that you’re telling us?”


“It’s possible that you show up on this guy’s radar screen,” says Thorpe, “and that’s not a place you want to be. Just a heads-up. If I were you, and this goes for each of you, until we know more, I’d be careful going out anywhere alone, especially after dark. And if you have any security devices at home, you might want to make sure they’re turned on.”








FOUR



Josh Root was a man who could always make time for an old friend. He and Nicholas Merle had come of age together in the counterculture trenches of the sixties. So when Root called him on his cell phone and asked to meet for a drink, Nick didn’t think anything of it.

“The usual place?” said Nick.

“Why not?”

“Give me twenty minutes.”

Neither man felt comfortable venturing into the other’s office. It was one of those unwritten rules of government etiquette.

The “usual place” was a quiet upscale restaurant in Columbia Heights, not far from the Capitol and the court building. The restaurant possessed a lounge dripping with old-world charm, dark wood, and equally dim lights.

Root arrived first, dropped off by his driver, who parked in a garage across the street and waited. He ordered a drink and took a seat at the booth in the back corner.

When it came to their meetings, Nick was usually late, mumbling something about circumspection and Caesar’s wife. It was part of Nick’s cautious routine. He always had to be certain that no one had picked up on their private meetings, especially the ever curious rumormongers from the press corps. Josh always gave him a hard time about it. If they ran into each other at a cocktail party or an embassy fling, it was fine. But a one-on-one meeting in a bar would cause tongues to wag, not that anybody could do anything about it. Still, why end up in the gossip sheets?

A few minutes later Nick came through the door. He smiled the moment he saw Root. In many ways they were like night and day. Nick was as organized as Josh was chaotic. Nick was tall and slender, had a kind of stately appearance, and was reserved in his manner, whereas Josh was in your face. Josh’s suits, no matter how well tailored or expensive, never seemed to fit his paunchy body. If Nick was the smile of life, Josh was the scowl. Yet with all their differences the two men remained fast friends.

Nick had been losing weight for the past several months. He didn’t look good, at least not to Josh, whose mind was increasingly focused on thoughts of mortality. Nick was working too hard.

He ordered soda water, no twist, just ice. Nick never allowed alcohol to pass his lips during business hours. He took the glass from the bartender, headed for the booth, and took a seat on the other side of the table. “I thought you were out of town, back in Oregon.”

“I was until yesterday,” said Root. “I came back to take care of some business.”

“I should be out of here myself, but I’m interviewing some new clerks for the fall,” said Nick. “What a pain. Kids. Still, a couple of them are pretty bright.”

“Remember when we were that age?” said Root.

“I don’t think I can remember that far back.”

“Sure you can. Berkeley, sixty-eight,” said Josh.

“Jesus, don’t remind me. Seems like another age,” said Nick.

“It was.”


The two men had known each other for almost half a century. Their paths had crossed and careers intertwined so many times that Root could not begin to count them. He often wondered how it happened that two people following such different courses could end up on the same trajectory, as if they were touched by some stellar fate.

Nick had graduated from Berkeley. Josh was a senior at San Francisco State. They met at an antiwar demonstration during Vietnam, and in the months that followed sucked down enough tear gas and tossed enough bricks to form a kind of bond that usually coalesces only in the heat of battle.

After that Nick went on to law school at Yale. Josh graduated and then seemed to drop out of life. He disappeared for more than three years. It was what Josh came to remember as “his dark time.” He talked to no one about it, not even his friends. That he was able to pull himself out of it, resume a normal life, and come so far in the decades that followed was an absolute wonder. It seemed that he had gone off the track and somehow, as if by magic, had wandered back. Still, he often saw himself as a failure. The demons of his youth continued to haunt him. Only now they appeared distorted by the contradictions in his life and the looming horizon of death.

“Do you ever wish we could go back to the time?” said Josh. “You know, the smell of tear gas in the morning.”

“Are you kidding?” said Nick. He laughed.

“You don’t miss the sense of commitment—the crusade?”

Nick thought about it for a second. “It had its place, but the moment has passed.”

“You’re wrong. That moment never passes. The world is what we make of it. And we never lose our ability to change it for the better until we lose our grip on life.”

“You were always more ambitious,” said Nick. “I gave up trying to warp the world a long time ago.”


“I know,” said Josh. It was a major disappointment. Nick believed that radical thought was something you outgrew, like toys in an abandoned sandbox. To Josh it was a core element of his being, as essential as breathing.

“We’ve both been pretty damn lucky,” said Josh. “What is it they say? ‘It’s better to be lucky than good.’”

“We’ve had this conversation before. Don’t sell yourself short,” said Nick. “You are where you are because of talent. Otherwise you wouldn’t have survived as long as you have.”

“I know. Luck is only as good as what you do with it,” said Root. Still, there was no way to get around the fact that his career rested on the pillar of an accident.

In the years after pulling himself together, Josh got a job teaching at a small college near Portland, Oregon. The problem was he was bored. He hated it. He talked endlessly about changing the political system. He often went on a rant at faculty meetings. He had failed to change the system from the outside and now all he did, it seemed, was complain. When one of the other faculty members laughed at him and told him he should run for office, Root filed papers in a bid for a seat in Congress. For months it was the standing joke on campus.

Josh found himself up against a seven-term incumbent from a solid Democratic district in the party primary. His opponent was so invincible that the Republicans didn’t even bother to field a candidate in the general election. As far as they were concerned, the man was anointed.

Then two weeks before the primary, political fortune ran its errant fingers through the golden locks of Joshua Root. The incumbent did a face plant into his chicken Kiev at a fund-raiser in Portland. The man died of his heart attack before the peas had run off his plate.

As the only surviving candidate on the primary ballot, and with no opposition in the general election, Josh found himself with a ticket to Washington and a seat in Congress.


It was where he and Nick crossed paths once more. By then Nick had graduated from law school. After spending a year clerking for a judge on the federal circuit court in D.C., he was working in the office of the solicitor general. The two men renewed their friendship.

Cynical though he might be, Josh was learning how to survive in office. If the only way to effect political change was to turn to the dark side, Root was prepared to do it. He mastered the finer arts of duplicity. He seemed to thrive in the shadowed crevices that form the boundary between perjury and politics. He won two more terms in the House before a vacancy in the Senate yawned open before him. He ran and won.

It was there that the light of good fortune finally spread to encompass Nick. Four months after Josh arrived in the Senate, a vacancy developed on the Supreme Court. The president filled it with a nomination, but his candidate soon found himself in trouble. The nominee had a history of recreational drug use in his youth, something he had not disclosed to the White House.

As it turned out, the high court candidate was a native of Oregon. He sat on the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. As a matter of courtesy, the White House consulted the senior senator from the state. This was not Root; still, he was sufficiently inside the loop to have influence and to know how to use it. The question was whether the senior senator from Oregon would continue to back the man from his home state.

Root discovered that on the short list of other candidates for the appointment was the name Nicholas Merle. Nick was still working in the solicitor general’s office. He was a dark horse for the high court, but he had a subtle advantage, and Josh saw it immediately.

Though Nick had argued cases before the Supreme Court, he had never handed down a decision or an opinion because he had never been on the bench. Consequently he was a clean slate with no controversial baggage that might erupt in a battle during Senate confirmation. Caught in the crosshairs of a drug scandal, the White House was already gun shy, Root realized. Josh convinced his senior cohort in the Senate that they could no longer afford to support the current candidate. It was the political kiss of death. The nominee withdrew his name from consideration the next day.

That was more than fifteen years ago.

As Root sat there sipping his Amaretto in the dimly lit lounge, it seemed almost surreal. His friend who had sucked tear gas with him and thrown bricks at police on the barricades had now spent the past decade and a half on the United States Supreme Court while he himself served as chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. Surely the gods must be laughing.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” said Root.

“Shoot,” said Nick.

“Have you ever thought about retiring?”

“What?” Nick looked up at him.

“Fifteen years on the bench is a long time. You’re not getting any younger. And now might be a good time to think about stepping down.”

“Josh, I know you had your own set of health issues. We all start to feel our own mortality at some point in life, but I’m not quite there yet.”

Most of Washington was aware that Senator Josh Root had serious health concerns even though his staff tried to keep a lid on the details. He had been in and out of Bethesda Naval Hospital as well as several other treatment facilities for the past two years. What troubled Root most was his increasing loss of short-term memory. Whether it had to do with the new medications or other factors Root couldn’t be sure, but there were periods of time for which he could not account. He collected his thoughts for another pitch to his old friend.

“The president would be able to fill the vacancy with someone younger who would have a much longer tenure on the court,” said Root. “And he would have no problem with confirmation since we control the Senate. If you wait until after the midterm elections, that may not be the case.”

Merle looked at him. “Has someone sent you here to ask me this?”

“No, of course not. I’m speaking as your friend. Look at yourself. Every time I see you, you’ve lost another ten pounds. You’re working yourself toward an early grave. If you stay on the court until the current administration leaves office, and there is no assurance of a second term, you may find yourself in a partisan vice, unable to get off without changing the balance of the court. Think about it.”

“Go on,” said Nick, “I’m listening.”

“If you end up with a Republican in the White House, and if he gets two terms, you’ll be well into your eighties before he leaves office, if you can live that long. Nick, I’m telling you as a friend, now is the time to think about getting off.”

“The administration has two more years on its current term,” said Nick. “That’s if they don’t get a second term.”

“Yes, but the confirmation process takes time. If you wait until the election is on top of us, there’s no way to be sure that the president will be able to make the nomination, and that it won’t get blocked in the Senate. Now is the time.”

It was a problem. Everybody knew how the game was played. It was why the balance on the court never changed, at least not in recent decades. There was a time when presidents made mistakes and unwittingly appointed moles from the other side of the philosophic divide. Now that was nearly impossible given the mind meld of interrogation to which candidates were subjected. So unless there was a sudden death on the court, which was rare, the balance was static.

Root realized, as did most observers, that the court was the only real agent for permanent and lasting change in the system. Its members were immune from the whimsy of voters and the restraints of the ballot box. Once confirmed by the Senate, they were there for life. They could pick and choose the cases they heard and in this way dictate the policy agenda for the country. If the voters rebelled and elected a hostile Congress and president, the court could strike down any new laws that were enacted. A long-term change in the political balance of the court was tantamount to a revolution. It was why Roosevelt tried to pack the court with additional new seats that he could appoint during the Depression. Sooner or later the balance on the court would change. The only question was which direction the revolution would take.








FIVE



Life has turned upside down in the eight months since the shoot-out in front of the naval base. I have trouble sleeping at night. Like a turtle shrinking into its shell, sudden noise has me compressing my neck until my head is between my shoulder blades. The doctor tells me that this will pass in time.

Who could have ever guessed that a chance meeting with a young woman, Katia Solaz, in a grocery store would have led her to become a client in a murder case, or that the quest for evidence in that case, and the search for a witness in Latin America, would have ensnared us in an attempted nuclear assault on an American military base. It is like an ongoing nightmare.

In the hours after the shootout, before the smoke had even settled, federal, state, and local police held a chaotic news conference not far from the scene. My name, along with Herman’s, got mentioned as “persons of interest” already in custody. It didn’t matter that the cops told the press we were not necessarily suspects.

In less time than it takes to boil an egg, the names Paul Madriani and Herman Diggs ricocheted from one cable news network to another. It was a story with global reach. Within an hour, people in Hong Kong supping on Chinese glass noodles with chopsticks were seeing file photos of Herman and me on television. Bad news travels fast. News of a terror attack travels at the speed of light.

It began as a routine homicide case, the murder of Emerson Pike, a somewhat secretive old man who dealt in rare coins and whose past seemed shrouded. To the police the motive was obvious, theft. And when Katia was arrested with coins belonging to the victim in her possession, her guilt was self-evident. But then no one knew of Pike’s background, except the federal government, and they weren’t talking. In the end it was history that ensnared us, Pike’s past, and that of Katia’s grandfather, the old Russian, and the specter of the Cuban missile crisis.

When it was all over, the feds held us for five days. They picked up Harry and planted the three of us, Herman, Harry, and me, in separate cells at the federal lockup in San Diego so that we couldn’t talk and compare notes. Then they interrogated us around the clock.

When I asked them if they were going to read me my Miranda rights and allow me to have legal counsel, I was told I was not a suspect, at least not yet. When I demanded that they either arrest me or let me go, they ignored me. After conferring with his lawyers, Thorpe then told me I was a material witness. He intended to hold me as long as necessary, for my own safety.

Because of the circumstances, they couldn’t be sure whether they had all the perpetrators. If some of them were still at large, they might try to silence me. At least that was the story.

What they wanted was information. Short of violating attorney-client confidences, I told them everything I knew. At one point they brought in experts. Whether they were military or CIA wasn’t clear. There were no introductions. The questioning went on until I lost track of time. Inside, with no windows, I couldn’t tell whether it was night or day, or how long I had been there. I wondered about Harry and Herman and assumed that they were getting the same treatment.


Once they were certain they had squeezed us for every thing they were going to get, they brought Harry, Herman, and me together in a room. There Thorpe, flanked by a lawyer from the Justice Department in Washington, warned us in the strongest possible terms to say nothing to anyone about the events leading up to the assault on the naval base. In particular, they told us not to mention the explosive device. They told us that we could be charged criminally if any of the information we had given them turned out to be knowingly false.

Given the stress we were under, the multitude of details, and the fact that none of us could be sure whether our stories conformed entirely, truth was largely in the eye of the beholder. It was the sword Thorpe held over our heads to assure our silence.

Before they let us go, Thorpe warned us that the press was waiting outside. He offered to take us out through the basement and give us a ride. At first, I turned him down, but then he showed us the photograph.

It was a picture taken that afternoon of the area outside our law office. A sea of cameras and lights blocked the entire sidewalk in front of the Brigantine restaurant, near the arched entrance to Miguel’s Concina where our office was located. There were satellite trucks double-parked on the street out front from one edge of the photograph to the other.

He explained that they were also camped out on the front lawn at my house, and that the media trolls had found Harry’s apartment and Herman’s place as well.

I asked about my daughter.

The FBI had taken Sarah out of the house that afternoon. She was fine. They were providing protection. They had a place for us, a kind of “safe house” near Balboa Park, until they could figure out some way to get the media heat off us. We didn’t have to accept his offer. It was up to us. We could go to a hotel, but there was no assurance that the press wouldn’t find us. It was clear Thorpe didn’t want us in front of the cameras. There was no telling what we might say.


All I wanted was to see Sarah, hold her in my arms, and bury her head in my shoulder. We took him up on his offer. If we had to, we could make other arrangements later.

 

It was the beginning of a long nightmare. Harry, Herman, and I spent weeks hiding out in an office tower in San Diego. We shared two condos near Balboa Park, Sarah and I in one, Harry and Herman in the other. When the FBI tried to gather some clothes and personal belongings for us from home, stories on the cable channels with film footage showed authorities presumably removing evidence from the residence. There was nothing Thorpe could do to set them straight without revealing that he knew where we were, and that there was a reason for hiding us.

Work files from the office were shuttled by secretaries, driven by the FBI to the office across the bay. Local police ran cover in squad cars if the media tried to follow them.

Sarah was unable to tell her friends where she was living. She couldn’t go anywhere without an FBI chauffeur.

It became impossible for me to show my face in court without being questioned by print reporters on the courthouse beat. The two times I appeared in the courthouse, a near press riot erupted when word got out that I was there. The FBI decided it was not a good idea. I was forced to step away from a case that was scheduled for trial. When the judge threw a fit, the U.S. attorney’s office quietly went behind closed doors and got a continuance along with a substitution of counsel. The bottom line was I could no longer practice.

Over time the details of the shootout unfolded, a little more each day. Other names surfaced, most of them foreign sounding, all perpetrators who were dead. Slowly, like leaves from a tree in autumn, the satellite trucks in front of our office began to thin out.

The authorities made it clear that the investigation now centered on those who had planned the attack. To their knowledge there were no other active perpetrators. The shooters and those carrying out the plot had all been accounted for.

In time the myth of the IED was unveiled. A news blackout was thrown over the contents of the truck, all part of the continuing investigation.

Thorpe was worried that if he simply went to the press and told them right up front that Herman and I were not involved, it might look suspicious. A sharp reporter would wonder what we knew that might cause the FBI to carry water for us. So instead, Thorpe posed one of his undercover agents as a journalist during a news conference. After all the hot questions were asked and answered, the agent, with his notebook out, his pencil at the ready, prefaced his question by saying, “This is sort of ancient stuff, but as I recall, just after the scene was secured outside the base, didn’t you arrest a local lawyer and a private investigator? Can you tell us, were they involved in any way?”

Thorpe mustered up his best toothy grin and said, “No. They were taken into custody and questioned, but they were cleared. They weren’t involved in any way. As I recall, they just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Then he pretended that he couldn’t remember our names, until one of his minions behind him whispered in his ear.

“That’s right. As I recall, Mr. Madriani was the lawyer and I think Mr. Diggs was his investigator. They…no, as I remember, I think they just happened to be in the area talking to a witness who lived in the neighborhood regarding a totally unrelated matter. And they got pulled up in the net. It’s regrettable, but it happens. No, they were cleared long ago,” he told them.

Thorpe watched as some of the reporters in the room jotted down notes. “Next question.”

It took a full day for the gardener to clean up the mess in my front yard after the media horde pulled out. Crushed paper cups, cigarette butts, and discarded sandwich wrappers covered the lawn. Part of the top rail on the low fence separating the garden from the sidewalk was gone. The flower bed behind it was flattened and the shrubs around it trampled where the fourth estate had decided to blaze a new trail to the house.

The office fared a little better, but only because the owners of the building hired security to keep the cameras and equipment out on the sidewalk. Miguel’s Cocina sold enough coffee and chips with guacamole that Harry was afraid they might frame us on other charges just to get the customers back.

We’ve been back in the office now since early May, a couple of months. The first few days we noticed a black town car parked across the street in the same spot each day. The shadowed silhouette of two men could be seen in the front seat. Thorpe was probably trying to make sure that we weren’t inviting any journalists in for coffee. No doubt they were tailing us but it was hard to tell. After a while we noticed that the car was gone. Apparently the FBI was satisfied that Harry and I had developed a terminal aversion to publicity.

We brought in a professional security service to check the office for electronic bugs, wires, and taps on our phones. Everything tested clean.

The print press, always the first to find a story and the last to give it up, made a few calls to the office, mostly voice-mail messages that we never returned. One enterprising reporter tried to inspire a new angle with the rumor that we were preparing to sue the government for defamation and invasion of privacy. He wanted to know if it was true. Before Harry could warm to the idea, I shot a one-line e-mail back to the guy telling him, “No truth to the rumor and no further comment.” A lawyer unwilling to file a lawsuit; this seemed to kill the last vestige of the beast. Life had finally returned to normal.








SIX



Bart Snyder sat staring at the half-packed cardboard transfer box resting in the middle of his desk. One of his fleet of meaningless mementos was sticking out of the top like the prow of a sinking ship. The wall of respect behind his executive leather chair now stood stripped nude except for the patchwork quilt of nail holes and little brass hooks.

It seemed that this was all Snyder had to show for forty years of labor in the trenches of the law. He had resigned his position as managing partner with Todd, Foster, and Williams, a firm with more than three hundred partners and associates and with offices in five cities. Snyder was waiting for the man who might be able to give him at least some clue as to why the stars, moon, and sun had caved in on him. Certainly the Washington Metropolitan Police were no help. They would call if they had any further information. That was three weeks ago, and Snyder hadn’t heard a word. Bart Snyder wanted to know who had killed his son, Jimmie, and why. And he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

The phone rang on Snyder’s desk. He punched the com line on the speaker. “Yes.”


“Your two o’clock is here,” said the receptionist.

“Show him in.”

A few seconds later the door to his office opened and a tall young man with dark, closely cropped hair wearing a blue serge suit with broad shoulders entered his office. He was carrying a light leather briefcase and all of the expression was in his eyes; he had a serious face that looked a lot like the actor Russell Crowe’s.

“Mr. Snyder, I’m Special Agent Joseph Wallace.”

Snyder got up from his chair. “Yes, of course, please come in. Can we offer you anything—coffee?”

“No, thanks. Your secretary already offered.”

“Please have a seat.”

The agent took one of the client chairs on the other side of the desk and Snyder picked the half-packed box up and put it on the credenza behind him. “You have to excuse me. I’m in the process of moving to another office down the hall. I’m going to be taking some time off for a while.”

“I understand,” said the agent. “First let me express my condolences and those of the entire bureau for the loss of your son. I know it’s difficult, and I’m sorry for the intrusion at a time like this. But it’s necessary that we gather as much information as quickly as we can.”

Snyder settled into his chair. “I understand. And I want to help in any way I can.”

“Good,” said Wallace. He reached down and pulled a notepad out of his briefcase, then drew a pen from the inside coat pocket of his suit with the dexterity he probably used to draw a gun.

Snyder couldn’t help but notice that the agent was probably no more than a few years older than Jimmie, but in terms of force of character and focus there was a galaxy of time between the two. It was a painful thing for Snyder to accept.

“First let me say that some of my questions may be difficult for you, and I apologize for any pain they might cause, but they are necessary.”


“Please, ask away.”

“To your knowledge did your son ever use narcotics or any other form of illicit or illegal drugs?”

“No!” Snyder said it emphatically, then leaned forward and planted both hands flat out on the desk as if to punctuate the point. “Jimmie never used drugs. I know that to be a fact.”

“No pot, no pills?”

“Nothing,” said Snyder.

This was the conclusion the FBI was leaning toward as well, as the result of a thorough postmortem and interviews with most of James Snyder’s friends. The victim possessed no apparent history of drug use. For his first experiment in the recreational world of narcotics to be a full-blown hit of heroin was unlikely.

The agent then covered the usual questions, whether Snyder knew anyone who might want to harm his son, and whether Jimmie had been depressed or may have wanted to hurt himself.

“No. Jimmie was a good boy. He was never in any trouble, even when he was young. He was an easy child to raise,” said Snyder. “Sometimes a little too easy, if you know what I mean.”

“No, why don’t you tell me?”

“Well, there were times when I wished that he might have been a little more headstrong. You could say he was easygoing, but Jimmie never seemed to argue with anyone, over anything. He seemed to have very few personal boundaries that others couldn’t invade. You didn’t have to push him. All you had to do was touch him and he’d move in any direction you wanted. I’m not saying he was weak,” said Snyder. “Please understand. I know he had a solid sense of values, and I’m sure there were limits beyond which he would not go. But I have to say, I couldn’t tell you what they were.”

“Except for the use of drugs?” said the agent.

“Well, there you go. You’re right,” said Snyder. “There’s one right there. The things a father never sees.”

“Did you know that your son was in some difficulty at work?”


Snyder looked up at him. “No. What kind of trouble?”

The agent told him about the breach of security, the fact that authorities were looking into it, and the discovery that James Snyder had been informed of this by a coworker, something the FBI turned up in their preliminary interviews.

“Was it serious? I mean, was he going to lose his job?”

“I don’t know,” said the agent. “But it’s one of the threads we’re checking out.”

“Did it have anything to do with Jimmie’s death?” said
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