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PART ONE

 


MARINER

 


 


THE CLAY

 


The weather had been dense, funky, for days.
Rain dropped suddenly from black rapid clouds and left a wake of
strangely invigorating calm. Lightning and thunder were
commonplace. To the north and west tornadoes had been reported;
they leapfrogged the Federal City, as if repelled by other centers
of chaos.

It was after ten o’clock when Warfield
arrived at his house outside Laurel. Headquarters had been in an
uproar due to an outfall of low-frequency signals emanating from
Cuba. No one had seen anything like it since the preinvasion days
of Grenada. The barrage continued from five-fifteen to eight
o’clock unabated, directionally westward, and was not receipted for
by any ground station.

Warfield would never have been involved in
the scramble except that someone in K-2 was sure the groups were
being encrypted by a book code. He had been requested to stand by
to supply information on enemy assets in the area who were known to
have used that archaic but effective procedure. When it was decided
some hours later that the blind transmissions were instead
enciphered on a one-time pad, which could have been used by anyone,
Warfield was sent home.

No one apologized. His employer, the National
Security Agency, did not offer apologies. For all purposes but the
one for which it labored—the collection and deciphering of
intelligence—NSA did not exist. Warfield had known, accepted, and
loved that paradox since he had given up his army rank almost
fifteen years ago to become a very specialized kind of agent. Only
lately had he begun to question that decision. For the first time
in his professional life, Warfield felt genuine boredom. The
feeling had nothing to do with the stop-and-go rhythms of mission
time, or the dead spaces between missions; it came from being
misused.

But Warfield’s mood might have had more to do
with the heavy atmosphere at the end of the southern summer. When
he opened the windows in the old house, the smell of earth and
ozone penetrated every room. The air had texture and freight. The
clock on his nightstand and the one in the kitchen were seventeen
minutes of outage wrong. It was as if an intruder had entered the
house, stolen time, left a smell, and lingered nearby.

He had checked the mail and uncapped a bottle
of Pilsner Urquhell when the phone rang. It was a sharp scrap of
electronic sound, and Warfield spoke into the receiver with the
same kind of greeting because he felt that some unseen axis was
turning in his life. He was right, and he would have known her
voice if she had not spoken more than the first clipped
syllable.

“Stephen. This is Bett. Whatever you
do, don’t hang up.”

He said nothing. There are silences that hold
the past like a talisman, a worm in the blood; they speak of
disorder, love as rubbish, and can only be broken by a plea.

“I need your help, Stephen.”

“This line’s not secure,” he said
automatically.

“Then I’ll meet you. At the Lincoln.
Please.”

His response should have been automatic. Yes
was easy. No the easiest. Anything else would be desperate, a
capitulation. “How are you?”

“I want to come in,” she said. “Please,
Stephen.”

“All right.”

 


* * *

 


Five years ago, when they were sharing the
entire floor of an old Georgian mansion off Columbia Road in a
forgotten neighborhood north of Dupont Circle, he and Bettina had
over a period of time watched the renovation of the Lincoln, which
was across the street. It had been a shabby second-class hotel
populated by whores of both sexes, welfare families, and far too
many people who carried guitar cases. There had been a buffet
cafeteria whose steam tables were open until midnight and a lobby
of incredible Gilded Age decadence.

The lobby had been retained and refurbished,
but the rest of the place was peeled back to the rafters. The work
went on for weeks. Hard chutes appeared at every window and down
them into dumpsters passed the entire contents of the hotel,
flooring and furniture, plumbing and plaster, until nothing was
left but the shell. Even that was stripped back to the original
brick and stone, and one day the sandblasters removed identity
itself, pulverizing the name Lincoln from the façade and finding an
older, perhaps more honest one chiseled into the stone: The
Clay.

The rediscovered name had the right kind of
cachet to be kept, and the rising price of apartments in the city
guaranteed a successful conversion to condominiums. The Clay was
now filled room to studio with mortagees. The cafeteria that had
served nothing but roast beef and red potatoes had been replaced by
a snack boutique that served nothing but croissants and imported
coffee. Perhaps no one else in the city could recall the pile of
living filth that had once borne the name of the man who preserved
the Union.

Warfield sat with his back to the wall in a
Breuer chair before a small table with his coffee and microwaved
croissant containing spinach and feta cheese. Bettina was not in
sight. The croissant was not as bad as he had imagined.

He wondered how long he would wait for her in
this place and what the minutes would mean. Her voice on the phone
had entered him like something with wings, beating the dust from
all the old places, never alighting. Coming back to this street
with its token familiarity had given those feelings a center to
circle round. Even the new things, like the JOB poster on the wall
depicting a ripe woman reclining among clouds, had the power to
incite memory. If he closed his eyes, he would see Bettina. Like
the poster bitch, she had an unconventional nose and hips that
seemed about to heave apart.

If he closed his eyes Warfield might have
that dream of the past, but it could be dangerous. He did not think
he had been followed in his car, or on foot from the curb where he
had parked. He had seen no watchers in the street. There were only
two other customers in the coffee shop, neither of which had paid
him less than normal inattention.

Still, he could not tell what might come from
Bettina’s end. She was in trouble and she was outside: an orphan.
No government agency could offer her protection. Some might do her
harm. She had embarrassed them all mortally—the State Department,
the White House, and most of all the small and secret intelligence
section called Turnkey for which she had worked.

Turnkey, a special unit within NSA, had not
survived the flap. The total and public failure of Bettina’s
mission had given credence to every claim and complaint that had
ever arisen from the various competing agencies, especially CIA. In
the name of economies of scale their redundancy was noted, and
within six months Turnkey had been radically downsized. Personnel
were reassigned within NSA and without, some were retired, while a
few were simply let go. Even the section’s files were ordered to be
turned over, like booty, to Central Intelligence.

That of course had been done and not done,
because it was actually impossible to eliminate, or co-opt, sin. A
few extraordinarily sensitive files had been held back, while the
rest, which were computerized, had been dummied. No one knew of
their continued existence but the deputy assistant direction of NSA
and their keeper, Stephen Warfield. He was the only member of
Turnkey to survive in place.

There were days, whole days, when Warfield
felt like a priest trapped in the confessional, and there were
other days when he realized that he was no more than a monk. He was
Brother Silence, who had been given care of the records on the
morning the barbarians had first been sighted over the ridge. That
the barbarians were of his own nation did not for practical
purposes matter.

That he had been and could be as ruthless as
the worst of them also did not matter. Monks were only on occasion
saints. In the Far East, where Warfield had undergone his
apprenticeship, monks were often the most skillful and dangerous
enemy. In Korea after the war, on Taiwan, and in Vietnam, Warfield
had come to know, if not master, every principle of self-defense
and its systems. They were all alike in that they venerated
survival and the counterattack. The systems were complete and
sustaining as long as the reasons for survival were never
questioned. If you had to ask, you were, as all good monks knew,
quite mad or quite dead.

Bettina seemed to understand that from the
start. Of course she had prior training with the intelligence
evaluation section of NSA, but in Warfield’s experience that rarely
produced anything more than a constrained paranoia that was not
good enough for the field. The world was not full of enemies; it
was indifferent. Enemies were created, slowly or quickly, but
always by deliberate policy. The successful agent began with that
assumption. The failure saw its light only at the end.

Bettina had begun with as fine a grasp of the
life as Warfield had ever seen. She possessed a fatalism so
fine-tuned and well hidden that it was hard to credit in a young
woman. He laid it to her background. Bettina’s father was a German
mathematician who had fled his country during the late thirties and
lost virtually every friend and relative to the Holocaust and the
war. He married late, after the war, to another waif, the daughter
of a Southern politician who came to the District with her father
and proceeded to disregard his every wish, including his choice of
husbands.

So Bettina had grown up with a father whose
antecedents had been obliterated and a mother who had been
disowned. It might have made for a good and loving mixture had they
not come to hate each other so much, to divorce and squabble over
the child in the courts, laying every indiscretion and unkindness
open to public scrutiny. From the age of eight Bettina saw herself
as an object of contention and negotiation, a prize, but one whose
value was determined by tensions that had no reference to her. She
would always be partially confused and completely hesitant about
the possibilities of love, even as she learned to exploit is
levers. It was her amazement at its appearance and her detachment
in its face that made her so desirable. All men wanted to move her.
Very few had.

Warfield thought with professional pride and
some personal bitterness that it was possible none ever had. Even
with that boy, the ersatz guerrilla. Even with himself. The first
time he had seen her Warfield had said to himself that, well, all
pretty women were pretty much alike, but he had known that he was
lying. This one did not act like most of them, she did not carry
herself like any of them, and she was not really pretty. She was
animal handsome, animal in her carriage and gait, animal in the
swift instinctive assessment of every object and organism that lit
the field of her bright blue eyes. She looked at everything as if
it were pure potential that must prove itself harmless, hers.

A grown man should not be made to feel that
way, and when he does, he has almost certainly lost the edge. Which
was fine, almost perfect for the life. That it might be equally
disastrous for the normal existence known as life was also given.
Bettina had not been engineered for domesticity. Her mother, who in
later years achieved something of a reputation as a hostess, had
passed the girl in cotillion under the lecherous eye of official
Washington. By the age of sixteen Bettina had mastered the jargon
of power that passed for polite conversation in the capital. Her
virginity had been lost previously, impolitely, to a drunken aide
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Her experiences of the city taught
her that all men were pretty much alike.

She had been married after college. He was a
young lawyer in the Justice Department specializing in the civil
rights of others. It was a time when there was little else, if you
believed the newspapers, and he did. Ned Eglon made a name for
himself in Jimmy Carter’s administration, never imagining how
quickly fame could turn to liability. When the Iranians changed the
guard in the White House, Bettina’s husband changed his priorities,
his job, and their relationship. It seemed after all that what was
important had everything to do with money. It was called
consultancy, or lobbying. The clients were of all political
persuasions, and the souls of young attorneys were among the
cheapest things they bought.

It would not do to emphasize Bettina’s moral
objections to her husband’s conversion in values, because few women
minded very much what their husbands labored at or with; but she
had always balanced her discontents, of which there were a few,
against the good he might accomplish in his work. When that method
of accounting was overwhelmed by dollars, some emotional adhesion
was lost. Ambition, which was something they had shared in him,
reasserted itself in her. In the space of thirty significant days,
she took a separate vacation, a lover, and a job. When he protested
all three steps, especially the last, Bettina left him.

NSA was glad to have her. The divorce was a
good recommendation, as were her three languages and political
science major. In addition, she had grown up with a hobby in
cryptology. Her father had put his mathematical skills at the
disposal of the several intelligence organizations that had
preceded the foundation of NSA, and he had kept his ties on a more
informal basis through the Research Institute at Princeton, where
he lived. Until his death in 1981, he had tutored Bettina in the
arcane sciences.

It was Warfield’s understanding that she had
performed very well in W Group, which was an analysis section at
the interface of electronic and communications intelligence. W
Group was one of the few sections that came close to all-source
capability—the privilege of seeing the whole picture through NSA’s
array of filters. Warfield knew that Bettina had carried out her
assignments for Turnkey competently, and that once, in Germany, she
had behaved with exceptional courage and skill that had saved the
life of the agent known as Mariner, who was himself.

He would have felt that he owed her had they
never been lovers. He would have come at her call in spite of the
fact that she had destroyed the unit that had been the focus of his
life for a decade. He would have put at risk the position and pride
he had left because he had never understood what happened in El
Salvador that could have caused Bettina to make the mistakes and
misjudgments that amounted in their accumulation to a pattern of
incompetence, or, in a different scenario, treason.

It had been a CIA operation—all of Central
America was. They had requested Bettina on loan for a one-time
mission because their personnel in the region were too well known
or too easily identified. Regardless of directives to the contrary,
the Agency’s case men—even when they were women—tended to look like
they had just come down from New Haven for a spot of secret war.
Bettina, on the other hand, had Spanish, prior experience, and most
important, she did not look like an advertisement for the
Yanqui elite. She had the kind of black ambrosial hair so
common down toward Capricorn, the modest height, the slow intensity
of speech and gesture. Her blue eyes, though startling, would
become a woman name Consuela Holzmann, whose parentage was
mixed.

Although the interdepartmental cooperation
was unusual, Warfield had not dwelled on the fact. There was
nothing to do be done. The administration had fixed on the region
as a test of its resolve, and every resource was fair game.
Theoretically, cooperation between CIA and NSA was close and
brotherly. In practice, Langley hated the idea of Turnkey because
of what its existence said about them.

Warfield had not known the parameters of
Bettina’s mission in Central America because he was not involved in
the operation. Though they were in love at the time, Warfield did
not ask for details that might breach security. He knew that
Bettina was leaving on a Sunday. They spent the preceding two days
lazing at the shore. Warfield would have given something
important—he could not say what—to have known that those were the
last hours they would spend together for an age.

He certainly did not have any indication that
Bettina would go haywire. Neither had her CIA control, Merrycroft,
an old Central American hand who was also known as United Fruit. He
had come by the name because of his severe affectations and the
number of governments he had helped purchase in the area from time
to time. Guatemala, Cuba, Chile—Merrycroft had been present for all
the big shows. His experience and determination, now that he was
running his own circus, were unquestioned.

But the days of outriding submachine gunners
with suitcases filled with money had passed, and the new problem in
Managua could not be cowboyed. Merrycroft had already spent his
budget in bribes and the lives of two agents trying to prove what
his government said was necessary to be proved: that the
instability in the region was fostered by an international
conspiracy and abetted by the red hand of the Sandinistas.

Seen in retrospect—and Warfield had seen it
all that way when they questioned him for days following the crash
and Bettina’s disappearance—the problem was that the
revolutionaries whom Merrycroft tried to disconcert had taken the
same courses and attended the same schools as he had. They were
younger, they were smarter, and they did not in any way look upon
the business at hand as a game. In addition, they had a mentor who
was an ideologue and a genius: it was Lenin who had said that the
key to deception was to tell people what they wanted to hear.

So Merrycroft ran Bettina into a cell that
had been infiltrated some months before by an agent who had been
accidentally shredded through the zeal of one of the government hit
squads. His death was thought to be the best kind of recommendation
for someone bearing the same kind of cover. Bettina was said to
have been sent by the Peruvian Shining Path to aid her brothers in
El Salvador. She was apparently accepted by them as her predecessor
had been.

For the next three months things turned hazy.
Bettina either found the process of making contact with her control
too dangerous, or she was deliberately disdainful of Merrycroft.
The drops he set up were not used. The only report she made was
rendered in person when she appeared in daylight at the safe house
in the capital to give the details of the cell’s activity while she
had been a member of it. The report was more like a catalogue of
successful guerrilla sabotage in the area, and Bettina’s attitude
was thought too proprietary, as if she were proud of the
effectiveness of her adopted unit.

Merrycroft almost pulled her out that day. He
probably would have if there had been less pressure for results and
any other operation that showed the least sign of promise. But
Bettina’s penetration was the sum of several million in
appropriated funds, and she had indicated a willingness to return
undercover. Moreover, she demanded it.

Her control agreed. He also set a deadline of
thirty days to obtain the proof that was wanted, or Bettina would
be withdrawn and the cell closed out. It was one of those
conditions that are unfortunate because they require that the agent
conform to the calendar instead of instinct. Threatened with a
closure, Bettina had to move fast. She had to force things or
confront failure.

By that time, it might have been asked which
side of the street she was working. In all agents is a streak of
romanticism and fantasy that attracts them to the life and sustains
them; it is the bedrock on which is built the training and
techniques that are altogether realistic. The finished products are
human beings whose imaginations are leashed by their cynicism. If
the leash is somehow broken by boredom, or a new attraction, the
result is a dangerous phenomenon—the double.

Yet when Bettina brought the boy out, no one
was thinking about the possibility because they were overcome by
the sheer bounty of the blessing. The deed had been done in one
week less than the allotted time, and the specimen was exactly what
had been ordered by the highest levels of every branch of the
intelligence services of the United States of America. Some
adjustments were made for the public presentation—it was decided
that the Treasury Police in a routine raid had captured Roderigo
Diaz—but nothing stopped the sudden gushing rush to press. What had
been discovered was nothing less than living evidence of the
conspiracy—a guerrilla who had been trained in the Middle East,
funneled through Cuba, armed in Nicaragua, and introduced to the
struggle in El Salvador like a new strain of plague.

Two things helped seal the catastrophic
outcome of he mission. The first was the haste that seized everyone
concerned and caused Diaz to be shifted out of the country on the
first available transport so he could be properly displayed and the
maximum in propaganda extracted from his young hide. The second was
the fact that no one had debriefed the boy or apparently asked
after more than his health.

For that oversight Bettina was to blame,
since she guarded access to Diaz literally with her body. She said
that he had come out voluntarily, that he had agreed to speak for
publication, and that she would not be responsible if anyone
disturbed him. She had the room next to his in the safe house, the
seat next to him on the plane to Washington, and she had sworn to
appear near his side for the blitzkrieg press conference that had
been called to sanctify his revelations.

It was impossible to believe at this remove
that so many people had been so willing to put their prestige on
the line for one lonesome guerrilla, but they had done it. The
department heads, the various deputies, even the Cabinet officers.
They all believed in the confession of Roderigo Diaz because it was
what they wanted to hear. The elementary steps in confirmation that
would have been taken as a matter of established procedure were
forgotten if not rejected. Text had been thrown away in the
interests of creed.

Warfield first heard about the event in
London, where he was on assignment. He did not even know that the
boy-guerrilla whose story was flung across the front pages of every
newspaper in the world had been Bettina’s protégé. He could not
imagine how anyone had sponsored such an incredible and destructive
farce, least of all the agent he had trained. When he found out
that it was Bettina, his shock turned to the deepest anger and
shame. At second hand, NSA and Stephen Warfield had participated in
the greatest intelligence blunder since the Bay of Pigs.

Roderigo Diaz had indeed met the press. He
stood before the bright lights and the cameras like a swarthy
sacrificial lamb, and when they had asked him to describe his
revolutionary progress through the international terrorist
underground to the bosom of El Salvador, he had blinked his eyes
twice, as if awakening, and said: Who, me?

Roderigo Diaz proceeded to deny the
involvement of any and all outside influences in his country’s
struggle for independence except, of course, the forces of American
imperialism. He denied that he had been in Syria, or Libya, or
Cuba, or Nicaragua, or any country on earth whose name ended in A.
He said that he would not tell the story that the Treasury Police
and American intelligence had given him to tell. He said that he
had been tortured and beaten.

He said a lot of other things, but they
didn’t matter. In the space of five minutes Roderigo Diaz destroyed
the thesis by which official Washington lived, and every kind of
righteous reprisal would be taken. Diaz, who laughed in their
faces, would be delivered for good and all to the mercies of the
Treasury Police. NSA would be subjected to a savage internal
investigation that would result in the eradication of Section
Turnkey. And Bettina . . .

They would have drawn and quartered her if
she could have been found. But in the five minutes that Roderigo
Diaz used to recant his testimony and martyr himself for the cause,
Bettina simply faded away. Her disappearance was nothing that any
agent could have accomplished without the diversion of the decade
for cover, and by the time the bureaucratic mind set itself to
revenge, she was long gone. Warfield had never seen her again, nor
had anyone else in the intelligence community, though they had
looked. They had opened Warfield’s mind by means of interrogation
until he was drained of every bit of knowledge about her, and then
they brought on the pictures.

The black and white photographs displayed the
evidence of how Diaz had been tortured. On the outside of the
folder someone had inscribed the legend “Beauty and the Grease.” On
the inside were the shots that had been taken surreptitiously by
Merrycroft’s people at the safe house where Bettina had brought the
boy, and what they showed was that in the most essential parts he
was not a boy but a man well-hung. Warfield had been damaged much
more than he should have been by the sights revealed because the
last time had had seen Bettina it had been him partnered in the
acts.

Common things, like the birthmark high on her
hip, were transformed into emblems of indelible ugliness. Her black
hair against the enhanced whiteness of her skin gave her the look
of a sinful clown. Her smoothness against him who was all dark
clotted hair made Warfield think of every degenerate conjunction
between human and beast. They did it like dogs, like
contortionists, like gargoyles. They did it and did it for a very
select audience who would hate them forever.

Warfield had hated Diaz until he knew the boy
was painfully dead, and he had hated Bettina until his mind healed
itself. Only then could he begin to look at the situation
objectively. Furthermore, he had to ask himself if the things that
Bettina had done, including the night in heaven, were anything more
than had been required. The answer was: feasibly no. Given the
pressures of the situation, Bettina had perhaps acted
professionally. Only if she had been part of the deception, as CIA
and everyone else obviously assumed, was she guilty of anything
more than bad judgment.

And he didn’t know that. Bettina had run, but
in the same circumstances Warfield might have done the same. From
the moment Diaz retracted his story, her career was finished. Their
affair was compromised. If she had stayed on, Bettina would have
been subject to deliberate and random sessions of harassment that
would have made the ones that Warfield experienced seem tame. The
chance also existed that they might choose to make an example, the
kind that could turn her into a human husk.

So Bettina, for whatever reason, had run.
Guilty or not, she was still running.

 


* * *

 


The Croissanterie’s plate glass window
fronted the street, and strong track lighting spilled out onto the
pavement halfway to the curb. Anyone passing on foot was clearly
visible. There was only one public entrance, a glass door framed in
light oak. It seemed to Warfield that the neighborhood must have
changed decisively to allow such a fragile barrier to exist. The
air conditioning worked almost without noise, creating the one
discrepancy: inside, dryness made colors sharp and crisp; outside
in the thick air they were candied and brash.

He saw her first for just a second, arrested
in the transparent glass of the door as if within the borders of a
photograph. It was such a strange way to see Bettina after all
these long months, but the image did not last—she chose not to
stop. She kept walking. He barely had time to record the way she
looked, especially the changes.

At the distance, Warfield could not tell what
the years had done and what were elements of disguise, but he knew
the woman was Bettina. Though she was cut off at the knees by the
barrier of ferns, her stride had that same big-cat kick and roll,
as if space were the distance between targets. Her hair, as dark
and lovely as a nocturne, was styled differently, falling across
her forehead in a modish butch cut. Even the sleepy arrogance of
her face had been altered simply but drastically by the removal of
the dark mole that had hung near the corner of her mouth. Warfield
found himself fixated for an instant by the absence of that
blemish. How clever to have it excised. How much of her sensuality
had been divested with it, leaving looks that were still dark but
more wholesome, less distinctive.

He did not pay much attention to her clothing
because it seemed nicely current, suited to the burgeoning status
of the area, and because he saw the telltale at once. Bettina had a
raincoat with her, one of those cheap plastic kinds that folded
into a pocket or purse. She had it undone, which was natural
considering the weather, but she also had it slung across her left
shoulder.

The contact was off.

Bettina continued down the street at the same
pace. She had not taken more than three seconds to pass the
windows. She had looked neither to the right or left, except for
one brief instant when her eyes shifted onto Warfield seated at his
little table. The look was perhaps more than she had intended. In
that split second of fused emotion, all that was special in their
relationship became incandescent again.

It might have made him careless. Warfield
barely waited until she had time to clear the block before he went
into the street looking for what warned Bettina off.

He found it almost immediately. Two men
appeared in tandem from the service alley at the side of the Clay
like puppets from the wing. The first wore a blue windbreaker, the
second a green. There was nothing unusual about them if a man were
looking for a pair of defensive halfbacks. They were a little more
than the average height and the same in build, both taller but no
broader than Warfield.

He did not know whom they had followed to
this place or how many of them there were. He did not know if they
had spotted Bettina and tailed her out of the street, perhaps with
another team. All that seemed clear was that the two were serious
about their work.

They stopped short of fighting range, knowing
the proper distance. The man in the blue windbreaker, who was on
the dark side of white and had a face as closed and blunt as a
medieval helmet, pulled his left hand from behind his hip,
displaying the short belled muzzle of a Colt .45, one of the new
issue no longer than a man’s hand. He gestured with it toward a
dark green sedan parked at the curb.

“Get in the car, Mister
Warfield.”

He had spoken without accent, almost without
inflection. The second man said nothing and did not show a weapon.
He was as black as human beings are ever made and as ugly as a
stump. Although he opened his stance slightly toward the car, he
did not take his eyes from Warfield for an instant.

“You people know my name?”

The man in the blue windbreaker had all he
needed to known in his gun hand, and he was not about to continue
the conversation, but Warfield was counting on the fraction of a
second’s hesitation that a question always provides when he spun
and threw the crane kick. It worked. He showed the man nothing but
a fast pivoting profile and struck his forearm hard just as the
weapon discharged. Warfield felt only a flare of heat off his hip.
He followed through with a backfist that should have broken the
man’s nose and an elbow to the ribs. Then he whipped him by his gun
hand headlong into the next car up the line at the curb.

The man had no time to correct his balance.
His head struck the window of the brand-new sports car, rattling
the glass, setting off the shock sensors of the car’s alarm system
and putting one of the wildest, weirdest sounds on earth into the
street.

The noise was so loud and unexpected that
Warfield hesitated. He should have gone into his next move without
thinking, dropping into a low-horse and turning, catching the black
man coming in high. Instead he crouched late and spun right into
the blow, which was probably the butt of another compact .45.
Warfield took it high on the cheek and low on the forehead, losing
his stance and pitching backward onto the pavement. He rolled and
got to his hands and knees. In that position he thought he saw new
movement up the street.

Maybe it was the glass of the door of the
Croissanterie opening and probably a man was shouting, “Hey! What
the hell’s going on out here?” but Warfield did not know that or
anything else for sure because of the whooping klaxon that was
going off all around and the kick that lifted him off the ground
onto his back and the next one that drove his balls up into his
body and the last that smashed his head down onto the damp cement
in front of the Clay.

 


THE PUZZLE PALACE

 


“Are you sure it was Bettina?”

Jack Brindisi, NSA’s deputy assistant
director, posed the question through the bit of a full-bent pipe.
He used the pipe and his gray suit in hopes that they would make
him look more like an intellectual and less like a killer; but no
one could escape the destiny of a cruel mouth and a low, flat voice
that seemed to come from someone behind him. It was even flatter at
four o’clock in the morning.

“I want you to be completely sure,
Stephen.”

“I’m as sure as I can be.”

“No wish fulfillment?”

Warfield shook his head, and it hurt. He had
a possible concussion, an unbelievable rhythmic ache that fell just
short of a hernia, and three cracked ribs. He had left the city one
step ahead of the police and driven with his chin on the steering
column to Fort Meade, where he checked into the hospital. The
staff, who were all NSA, had treated him and assigned him a room
and bed, but not before they had notified the DAD.

“What about the talent?” he said.
“There were two at least, you say. Who were they?”

“I never saw either of them before,”
said Warfield. “But they knew what they were doing. If it hadn’t
been for that lucky alarm, they would have had me cold.”

“To what purpose?”

“I’m guessing that they wanted me to
lead them to Bettina. They probably didn’t spot her in the
street.

“Are we quite sure they weren’t after
you?”

“Jack, if they want me, they could have
me any time. If they want you, or any other high-level officer, all
they have to do is pull in the parking lot out front and take down
license numbers. We’re got the best reputation in the world for
security—and the worst security systems. You know that.”

The DAD did not react to the criticism. He
had his good points of character, which included a respect for the
truth and a tolerance for initiative among his people. Warfield was
banking on that to give him the breathing room that he needed.

“So we gained nothing from this
venture,” said the DAD. “We don’t even know if we’re dealing with
the Opposition or the damned Competition.”

“There isn’t any competition these
days, Jack. We’re all on the same side, remember?”

The DAD gave Warfield the same brown-eyed
no-refund stare that he put to congressional committees and mad
dogs. He did not like to be reminded that NSA no longer had
tactical capability. He liked to think of Turnkey’s demise as a
temporary thing that would last until the first unsuccessful black
op landed CIA or FBI on the front pages again. The administration
would have to turn once more to the only intelligence branch that
could penetrate an enemy on every level. Until that day Jack
Brindisi would remain one bitter Italian-American whose Ph.D. did
not subdue his taste for revenge.

“If it’s home folks,” he said, “we’ll
hear about it.”

“Through channels?”

“Eventually.”

That was true, if not reassuring. The DAD was
all-source on nearly everything, and in time he could track down a
whisper in a windstorm in Somaliland, but time could be short for
Bettina.

“I don’t think we can rule out Langley
or the Bureau, Jack. Those two men knew my name.”

“That doesn’t prove anything. You’ve
been around long enough to make all the files. You’d certainly be
on any list of possible contacts.”

“That may be true. Or it might mean
that they have me wired.”

“We already have your car. I’ll send a
team out to clear your real estate.” The DAD tapped his pipe, which
was still unlit, against the arm of the plastic chair. “Do you
think there’s any chance that she’ll contact you again?”

“If she hasn’t been scared off. She
said that she wanted to come in.”

“That shouldn’t have been so hard to
accomplish,” said the DAD with irony. “Almost anyone would have
been glad to have her in hand. You could have, Stephen, if you’d
followed proper procedures.”

“Did you really want fifteen U.S.
marshals there, Jack? Or the National Guard?”

“That might be preferable to
confusion,” he said. “I’d like very much to know what we’re dealing
with. Where has she been the last three years? What does she have
that could interest anyone now?”

“Maybe it’s tied to the Central
American thing.”

“How does it work—this Central American
thing?”

“I don’t know,” said
Warfield.

“But you’d like to find
out.”

“Yes.”

The deputy assistant director looked out the
window into the light of false dawn as it teemed over the small
city that housed NSA above and below ground. It was his. Though
directors and their deputies might rotate every two or three years,
the DAD was by virtue of longevity and practical knowledge the de
facto head of his country’s most secret intelligence agency. He
knew not only where the bodies were buried but how deep.

“You’d have no support in the field,”
he said finally. “Everything we can do in-house, but nothing
outside. If you’re uncovered, we don’t know you, because you
resigned this morning. I’ll want that document on my desk in an
hour.”

“You’ll have it.”

The DAD rose to his feet from the easy chair
with his usual brusqueness. Before leaving the room, he smiled to
assert his sometime humanity. “I’m assuming that you’re well enough
to go ahead with this.”

“You shouldn’t show concern, Jack. It’s
not you.”

“You’re right,” he said. “We’ve all got
to behave in character. That’s something you should keep in mind if
you’re going to be dealing with Bettina.”

 


* * *

 


Before he left Fort George G. Meade, Warfield
spent two hours at a desk on the fourth floor of the Operations
Building. He concocted his pro forma resignation, knowing that it
was necessary. NSA had to be able to plausibly deny Warfield’s
existence to the world. The unit called Turnkey had been born when
CIA was under heavy fire from the Church Committee during the
mid-seventies. The agency had violated their charter, it was said,
and congressional oversight was to be the rule of the day. CIA
would no longer be able to mount clandestine operations without
half of Washington knowing it in advance.

But the chief executive of a superpower must
have some tactical espionage unit at his disposal. With the
agency’s charter amended like a strait jacket, a quick look around
the intelligence services disclosed that one of them in fact had no
charter at all. NSA had been formed by the executive order of
President Truman. It was not subject to congressional scrutiny, and
its budget was so large that a small war could have been hidden in
it.

So Turnkey was created. Its personnel were
recruited almost exclusively from elite units of the military.
Backed by the money and the intelligence processing capabilities of
NSA, the section had conducted the most effective clandestine
operations of the post-Watergate era. They were most effective
because they were completely unknown. Neither Congress nor the
press could penetrate the security barrier of Fort Meade. Once any
member of Turnkey departed that protection, he handed in a
backdated resignation of his services to NSA.

It seemed like the old days as Warfield
sealed the document and placed it in the pneumatic tube that
conveyed interdepartmental messages throughout the Puzzle Palace.
Next he tapped into Vulcan, NSA’s auxiliary computer. Though Vulcan
did not have the speed of the massive Signal Intelligence machines,
it was still one of the most powerful computers in or out of
government. Its database dwarfed any other agency, and with some
manipulation and a little cheating, Vulcan could access nearly all
of those, too.

Warfield was looking for the files of the men
who had bulldozed him in the street outside the Clay. With only
physical description and age as a guide, the process of culling was
difficult. Vulcan called up a round two-dozen possibilities from
domestic sources and triple that number from foreign. After
forty-five minutes of examining some fairly poor hip-shot
photography, Warfield thought that he had a probable.

The subject’s name was Roland Gasque. Delete
the mustache, and he would closely match the first man in the
street, the one who had revealed his .45 palm gun and spoken in
that flat unaccented American English. Gasque had been born in
Woonsocket, Rhode Island, of French-Canadian parents. When his
father died, the mother returned to Canada with her teenage son.
Although the dossier did not say so, there was little doubt that
necessity would have made Gasque bilingual. His English and French
would probably both be correct, colloquial, and yet a bit stiff. He
was also left-handed.

The rest of the file made good reading for a
study of evil. Roland Gasque was one of the few men who reversed a
major trend of migration during the Vietnam War. Still an American
citizen, he had come down from Canada to enlist in the U.S. Army at
the age of eighteen. He had served two consecutive tours in Vietnam
in the Quartermaster Corps and had risen all the way to Spec Five
when he was implicated in the brutal murder of a prostitute.
Admitting nothing but taking a less-than-honorable discharge,
Gasque had eventually hired back into Vietnam with a civilian
construction company. This time his involvement in a drug
trafficking ring got him expelled again.

The seventies made Gasque a man of the world.
He was busted as an accessory to murder in Miami, Florida, which
was pled down to three years at Raiford Penitentiary. After his
release, Gasque’s career became more suggestive. In 1974 he was
spotted in Quebec in company with members of a French-Canadian
crime family. Three years later his fingerprints were identified in
a Parisian apartment that had hosted a summit meeting of Canadian,
French, and Latin American underworld figures. By the early
eighties, Gasque had made Interpol’s watch list as an assassin for
hire. He had surfaced as a suspect in two major terminations: a
bombing that had destroyed an entire squad of
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“A 24-CARAT PLOT FULL OF
GENUINE SURPRISES”
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Two American spies pitted against the deadliest of enemies: the CIA.






