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CHAPTER 20

Scott Trajak was exhausted. He was still fighting the effects of a terrible spring cold and today had turned into an eighteen-hour workday. He’d arrived at the office at six this morning with a raw throat, a one-hundred-one-degree fever, and an upset stomach, and it was almost midnight now. He’d been about to leave for home at seven o’clock when he’d received a call on the secure line in his office from Gerald Wallace demanding another Level Blue investigation. Level Blue meant that Wallace needed all information available on the target immediately. A federal judge in Florida was about to rule that local police hadn’t had probable cause when they’d brutally forced their way into a suburban Miami home and stumbled onto a major drug operation—not just a local crack house as they had originally assumed. Wallace and his cronies—whoever those people were, Trajak thought grimly—were afraid that the judge’s ruling would inhibit law enforcement’s ability to search and seize for years to come. Unscrupulous lawyers would use the precedent-setting case to keep the forces of justice from using surprise as a tactic. 

For the last five hours Trajak had workedOnline Associates’ computers and all of the immense resources available to him through Global Media, the American Financial Group, and their affiliated networks to uncover something Wallace could use. 

Uncover something he had. Multiple cash withdrawals by the Florida judge over the past two months in a section of Miami known to be frequented by prostitutes, as well as a single use of the judge’s debit card at a shop called Adult Pleasures. It was the same old story, Trajak thought, as his bodyguard moved into the elevator ahead of him and pressed the button for the lobby. The judge was married, with three children, and was considered a pillar of his community. Wallace’s people would approach the judge and present him with the information, probably embellishing it with a story that they had a hooker who was willing to identify him as a John with whom she’d had sexual relations. They’d threaten him with exposure, then give him what Trajak called “the choice.” Toe the line or face the music. So far, everyone had cooperated. Trajak had no doubt that the judge would choose the same course of action, falling in line to rule that police indeed had reasonable cause to attack the house in the quiet neighborhood with a twenty- five-member SWAT team (two innocent children had been killed in the ensuing gun battle), and allowing the trial of the four suspected drug traffickers who had survived the attack to proceed. 

The elevator doors opened and Trajak followed his bodyguard through a marble-walled lobby and out into the warm spring night toward a waiting limousine. Online Associates’ small offices were on the top floor of the four-story building located directly across Leesburg Pike from the entrance to the Tysons Corner Mall, just outside the Capital Beltway fifteen miles west of the White House. 

The bodyguard pointed a remote control device attached to his key ring at the vehicle and pressed a button. Lights flashed and locks popped open. The extensive protective measures were standard operating procedure—per Wallace’s strict orders—that Trajak usually saw no need for. But today he knew that someone had breached Warfield’s computer and found RANSACK. There had been a warning on his screen this morning indicating the violation, the first ever of its kind. “Thanks,” he muttered, easing onto the backseat while the bodyguard held the door open. Though it seemed unnecessary, he had to admit that it was nice to be driven home after a long day. At least there were some perks to working with these bastards. 

Invasion of privacy wasn’t ethical, but they had him over a barrel, just like they did all the others. He’d been about to go to prison for ten years on a wire fraud charge when they had made a deal for him, allowing him to go free as long as he was willing to use his considerable computer skills to their benefit. As they had made clear, the deal could be rescinded at any time and he’d end up being some ape’s bitch in the big house. Trajak was youthful-looking and frail, and during the negotiations Wallace had described in graphic detail what the young man could expect during his incarceration if he ever did anything to violate the security of Online Associates or RANSACK. 

“Thanks, Bud,” Trajak said to the bodyguard. He touched his throat gingerly. It was even sorer now than it had been this morning. 

“I’ll have you home in a few minutes, Mr. Trajak.” 

As the bodyguard closed the limousine door, Bo emerged from behind a column at the building’s entrance and raced through the darkness toward the hulking man. At the last moment Bo lowered his shoulder, slamming the bodyguard’s legs against the rear of the limousine, sending him sprawling across the trunk. In one deft motion Bo grabbed the man by his hair and thrust his forehead against the vehicle three times in rapid succession. The bodyguard crumpled to the ground beside a back tire, unconscious. 

Bo scanned the area quickly for security personnel—the first floor of the office building was home to upscale retailers including Tiffany and Hermés—but he saw no one. He reached quickly inside the bodyguard’s coat, pulled a .38 caliber revolver from the man’s shoulder holster, and raced to the other side of the car as Trajak thrust the door open. 

“Hold it right there, Trajak,” Bo ordered, aiming the gun into the other man’s face. 

Trajak lifted his hands in the air automatically. “Who are you? How do you know my name?” 

“This afternoon I asked your receptionist who ran the show. Answer, Scott Trajak.” 

After leaving Meg with Blackburn in the cave, Bo had hiked through the woods to a county road and hitched a ride from a passerby to Greenwich. There he’d rented a car and driven to northern Virginia, arriving early this morning. He had tried Blackburn’s cell phone number every half hour of the journey. There had been no response. 

“What do you want?” Trajak asked nervously. 

“Answers.” 

“To what?” 

“Online Associates and something called RANSACK.” 

Trajak shivered. This was the nightmare scenario. One he had scoffed at each time Wallace had warned him about being careful. “I don’t—” 

“Don’t move,” Bo interrupted, training the revolver on Trajak as he leaned down and searched the young man for a weapon. He found only a cell phone, which he shoved in his pocket. “Help me with this guy.” 

Trajak nodded, eyeing the barrel of the revolver. Now he understood why people did exactly as they were told in such a situation. 

Bo moved back around the vehicle to where the bodyguard lay. The man was just regaining consciousness. Bo leaned down and slammed his chin with the butt of the revolver, knocking him senseless once more. He rooted through the man’s pockets, found the limousine’s keys, popped the trunk, and, with Trajak’s help, lifted the huge man up and tossed him inside, slamming the trunk closed after him. 

“Here,” Bo said, throwing Trajak the keys. “You drive.” 

“What?” 

“Go on,” Bo directed, gesturing toward the driver’s seat. “We aren’t going far.” He followed Trajak with the gun until the younger man opened the driver-side door and slipped in behind the steering wheel. Then Bo jumped into the car, keeping the gun trained on Trajak. “Let’s go.” 

Carefully, Trajak eased the limousine forward and, at Bo’s direction, steered it to a parking lot on the far side of the building. 

“Give me the keys,” Bo ordered. 

Trajak turned off the engine and handed Bo the keys. 

“Follow me out,” Bo said, opening his door and stepping onto the asphalt. He was aware that if Trajak was allowed to exit by his door, he might bolt. His prisoner had had time to think about an escape plan now. “Come on,” Bo urged, checking the parking lot for anything suspicious. 

Trajak slid across the bench seat and got out beside Bo. He had no intention of putting up any resistance. “Don’t hurt me, please.” 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Bo assured him, pointing the nose of the revolver into his face, “as long as you answer all my questions. Now come on.” He grabbed Trajak by the back of the collar and pushed him along roughly, trotting behind him until they reached the car Bo had rented. “You’re driving again.” Bo pressed the rental car keys into Trajak’s hand. “Hurry.” 

Moments later they were headed west on Leesburg Pike away from Washington, pushing farther into northern Virginia. “Just stay on this road until I tell you,” Bo ordered, glancing at the strip malls and car dealers rushing past. 

“Okay,” Trajak agreed, his voice shaking. 

Several minutes later they crossed the Dulles Toll Road, a wide swath connecting Dulles Airport to the Capital Beltway, and the scenery turned from strip malls to forest. Two miles past the toll road, Bo ordered Trajak to turn right, constantly looking back to see if they were being followed. Tall trees arched over them now and the terrain became hilly as they sped north on the winding road toward the Potomac River. By the time they’d reached Georgetown Pike, roughly paralleling the south side of the Potomac, the forest had become thick. 

“Left here,” Bo ordered as Trajak eased to a stop at the intersection. He was scrutinizing a map of the area. 

Trajak obeyed. 

Bo’s eyes searched the darkness ahead of them. “Turn off the road here,” Bo directed as they crossed a bridge spanning something called Difficult Creek. 

“Where?” Trajak asked, squinting into the darkness beyond the headlights, trying to see what Bo was pointing at. 

“Here!” Bo shouted. He had found the abandoned fire road this afternoon. 

Trajak slowed and guided the rental car onto a narrow, rutted path, stopping a hundred yards into the dense forest, where Bo felt they were safe. 

“Turn off the engine.” 

Again Trajak obeyed. 

“It’s come-to-Jesus time,” Bo said quietly as the noise of the engine faded. 

Trajak gripped the steering wheel with both hands and allowed his chin to fall to his chest. “What does that mean?” he asked, his voice hushed. 

“I told you, I’m not going to hurt you as long as you answer my questions,” Bo said. 

Trajak nodded, unconvinced. 

“Tell me about Online Associates.” 

Trajak glanced at the gun. He had been told many times that if he were to compromise the security of the operation, he would experience a punishment far worse than his prison sentence. 

“Come on,” Bo urged. 

“We’re just a small Web consulting company,” Trajak answered. “We offer a complete e-commerce solution for firms that are just beginning to offer products and services on the Internet.” 

“Don’t give me that crap.” 

“There are only fifteen of us,” Trajak whined. “We’re barely funded. Christ, I had a helluva time making payroll last month.” 

“Then why are you being driven home in a limousine by a guy the size of Texas who was carrying this thing?” Bo demanded, nodding at the gun. 

Trajak hesitated. 

“I drove by your house in McLean today too,” Bo continued. “Very nice. Hardly the digs of a man who can barely fund his company.” 

“How did you find out where I lived?” 

“I have a friend who works for an airline. I had him run your name through his company’s frequent flyer program. Your address came up right away.” Bo raised one eyebrow. “That and your ticket history. You sure fly to Iowa a lot. What the hell is in Iowa?” 

“Nothing,” Trajak said defiantly. 

Bo leaned forward on the car seat and pointed the gun menacingly at the young man’s chest. “Answer my questions.” 

Trajak shook his head. “I can’t,” he said quietly. “They’ll kill me.” 

“Who will?” 

“I won’t tell you.” 

Bo cocked the trigger. “I’m warning you.” 

“You can warn me all you want but I won’t say anything.” 

Bo stared at Trajak for several moments, then shoved open his door with his shoulder. In the dim moonlight, he moved to the trunk of the car and pulled out a length of rope. “Come on!” he shouted, thrusting open the driver-side door and dragging the thin man onto the ground. 

“What the hell are you going to do?” Trajak screamed, looking wild-eyed at the rope. 

Bo placed the revolver on the car’s roof, then dropped to his knees 
beside Trajak and rolled the man onto his chest. Trajak struggled but Bo overpowered him easily, yanking his hands behind his back and lashing them together at the wrists before running the rope up Trajak’s back and looping it around his neck several times. 

“What the hell are you doing to me?” 

Bo said nothing as he dragged Trajak to the back of the car and tied the rope to the bumper. 

“Oh, God, don’t,” Trajak pleaded. “Please!” 

Bo returned to the front of the car and started the engine, spewing exhaust into Trajak’s face. He could hear Trajak screaming and choking. Then he jumped from the car and raced back to where Trajak lay whimpering. “You ready to talk?” he barked. 

“Yes, yes.” 

“Then tell me what RANSACK is.” 

Still Trajak hesitated. 

“Why has Warfield Capital poured almost two billion dollars into what you describe as a little operation that can barely meet payroll?” 

Trajak glanced up into Bo’s eyes. “Who are you?” he asked, tears spilling down his soft cheeks. 

“Bo Hancock. I run Warfield and I want to know what the hell’s going on.” 

“Please, I can’t tell you.” 

Bo stood up. “I promise you I’ll have no problem getting behind the wheel and dragging you all the way to the Potomac.” 

“All right, all right!” 

“Talk!” 

“It’s an intimidation network,” Trajak admitted. “I gather personal information and my superior uses the information to scare his targets into doing things his way.” 

“What kind of information?” 

“Sexual deviance, drug use, infidelity, tax fraud. You name it, I find it.” 

“How?” 

“Through the network.” 

“What network?” Bo demanded. 

“I have complete access to all individual records at two very large companies.” 

Bo caught his breath. “Let me guess. Global Media and AFG.” 

“Yes.” Trajak struggled against the rope binding his wrists. “How the hell did you know?” 

“Just keep talking.” 

“Through the network I can access all individual records. We have also developed technology that enables us to follow people all over the Internet.” 

“You place cookies,” Bo said. He knew enough about the Internet to understand that codes could be attached to URLs, or Web addresses. 

Trajak shook his head as he lay on the ground. “No, I can follow you individually. We can identify your specific e-mail address, then match that address against a list of names and home addresses we keep on computer file. I can know everything about you even if you are one of the few people who aren’t touched by Global Media or AFG, because there are always transactions going on between AFG and other financial institutions. I can get to you through AFG. People have no idea how easy it is.” 

“And you needed the two billion for . . . ?” 

“For infrastructure. Computer storage, servers, et cetera.” 

“My God.” 

“Yes, I can know more about you than you know about yourself.” 

Bo untied the rope from the bumper, then loosened it from around Trajak’s neck. “Who is your superior?” 

“Untie me all the way first,” Trajak demanded. 

“Tell me.” 

“Untie me!” 

“You aren’t in a position to negotiate.” 

“You don’t think so, huh?” 

Bo studied Trajak through the gloom. “What do you mean?” 

“That bodyguard you threw in the trunk of the limousine is supposed to check in with somebody every fifteen minutes. If he doesn’t, they come looking for me. He forgot to once and they were in my office ten minutes later.” 

Bo glanced back down the fire road. “They’ll go to your home and the office.” 

“They’ll come right here












































CHAPTER 21

The hood was removed by someone behind him and for the first time in several hours Bo was able to breathe freely without drawing velvety material halfway up his nostrils. When the handcuffs were gone, he clasped and unclasped his fists several times to get the circulation going in his hands again. 

Michael Mendoza sat behind Jimmy Lee’s desk in the mansion’s study, calmly smoking a cigar. “Hello, Bolling,” he said smoothly in his deep voice. “Sorry about all the rough stuff, but I had to make certain I got to you before you did something rash. I wanted you to have all of the facts.” 

Bo sat in a chair in front of the desk. “Something rash?” he asked, watching the man who had removed the hood and the handcuffs exit the study. Now they were alone. “Like what?” 

“Like calling the FBI or the Justice Department.” 

“Why would I have done that?” 

Mendoza shrugged. “Maybe you wouldn’t have.” He puffed on the cigar. “But I wanted the opportunity to lay it all out for you first, just in case.” He nodded at a scotch bottle on the desk and two glasses beside the bottle. “Have a drink,” he offered. 

Bo gazed at the bottle. “No, thanks,” he finally said. “You’re looking awfully fit for a man who is supposed to be clinging to life by a thread.” 

Mendoza chuckled. “There was a lot going on so we decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea for me to look like a target as well. Just in case we needed to throw somebody off the trail.” 

“We decided?” Bo repeated. “Other than Gerald Wallace, who is involved?” 

“Did Trajak tell you about Wallace?” Mendoza wanted to know. 

“Yes.” 

“Well, I still consider him a loyal guy,” Mendoza muttered, more to himself than Bo. “He put a tracking device on you at Great Falls so we could find you. And I imagine you can be a pretty effective interrogator when you want to be.” 

“Who else is involved, Michael?” 

“Several others, but I sit at the top of the cell. Only Wallace knows that I run the operation. And now you, of course.” 

“Which is basically an information network,” Bo said, standing up to stretch his legs. He’d been sitting for several hours, on the trip up from Washington to the estate in the helicopter. He moved to the window overlooking the lake and peered into the light of breaking dawn, then turned back to face Mendoza. “Is that right?” 

“Yes.” 

“A Big Brother infrastructure that allows you to conduct constant and widespread surveillance on the American people. A surveillance system that can be used as a weapon of intimidation when you so require by mining the data warehouse of individual files you’re probably storing in computers all over the country.” 

“That’s exactly right,” Mendoza admitted. “And it’s a damn effective operation.” 

Bo moved back toward the desk. “In fact, RANSACK allows you to make policy by circumventing the political process.” 

Mendoza smiled at Bo’s casual use of the top-secret project’s name. “In many cases we still use the political process.” 

Bo sat down before his old friend once more. “You mean you intimidate the process. You make people do what you want by scaring them, people like politicians and judges who are unfriendly to your way of thinking.” 

“We facilitate the process and enable those who have the wrong ideas to see the light. It can take years to enact legislation in our society because of all of the damn checks and balances built into the system. Justice is constantly impeded by bleeding hearts and whistle-blowers who don’t understand the bigger picture. RANSACK has addressed all of that inefficiency, and we don’t use our power indiscriminately. We let things function normally for the most part. We pick our spots and act only out of necessity. 

“We’ve talked about it so many times, Bo,” Mendoza continued. “About how often the guilty go free because we in this country seem to have a fascination with protecting the criminals, not the victims. About how a democracy is such an inefficient form of government.” 

Bo nodded. They had discussed and agreed on that fact many times. “What you’re doing sounds good in theory, but you know as well as I do that actually practicing that kind of vigilantism is an entirely different matter. We’ve talked about that too.” 

Mendoza took a deep breath. “Let me give you an example of why we need RANSACK, Bo. Not long ago we discovered that a defense contractor executive, just this one guy, had decided on his own to shut down a top secret project only weeks from completion. It was a new attack submarine the navy badly needed. The guy had decided to blow the whistle on some insignificant overbilling by his superiors. He was going to testify to the overbilling in front of a congressional committee, and you know what would have happened, Bo. They would have delayed the project, maybe even shelved it, over a measly twenty million bucks. I know twenty million sounds like a lot of money, but in a multi-trillion dollar budget with world peace hanging in the balance, it’s a pimple on the ass of an ant. Now we will have that attack submarine and it will prove itself invaluable. Without RANSACK, who knows what would have happened?” 

“Where does it stop?” Bo asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“When we had these discussions, that was the point we could never agree on. How far does this type of thing go? Immense power concentrated in a few people’s hands can easily spin out of control. Look at your history books. It has happened time after time down through the centuries.” 

Mendoza took a long puff from his cigar. “That’s one of the reasons I want you involved, Bo,” he said softly. “That’s what all of this is about. I know you will always act as a voice of reason. I’ve known you for more than forty years, and I have more confidence in you than I have in anyone other than myself. You always do the right thing, and you have more courage in your little finger than most people have in their entire bodies. I saw it on that mountain the day you saved my life, and you were just a teenager then.” 

Bo hesitated. “You want me involved?” he asked, his eyes widening. 

Mendoza nodded. “I want to bring you into the inner circle. I want you to run Warfield Capital as a legitimate business and take control of the family empire. At the same time I want you to run cutouts through the firm for us. For those of us at the highest levels of the US intelligence structure.” 

“Cutouts?” 

“Like Online Associates,” Mendoza said. “Warfield will make the investment so that the government can never be linked to anything. We spin the money through a maze of money-laundering systems, then bring the cash into the private sector through an offshore vehicle that appears to be controlled by European or South American investors.” 

“Like you did with the original two billion into Warfield.” 

“Yes.” 

“And the five hundred million that came in after that.” 

“Yes.” Mendoza pointed the cigar at Bo. “I’ll give you a lot of credit on that one. You had me over a barrel and you knew it. You knew I couldn’t afford to have Warfield fail. You knew I’d send the money to prop you up.” 

On his way back to the mansion after putting Paul in the ambulance, Bo had called Allen Taylor. Taylor had confirmed on the call that the additional five hundred million Warfield had received that morning had ultimately been routed through the same Italian bank that the first two billion had come from. The two billion Ramsey had alerted Bo to the day Jimmy Lee had died. Once again, Taylor had been unable to follow the money any further back than Italy, but it didn’t matter to Bo. He had confirmed what he needed to know. 

“If Warfield had gone down, the federal regulators would have crawled all over the firm and dug through everything in detail,” Bo pointed out. “All of our records and all of our investments. They might have found Online Associates, and RANSACK might have been exposed. At the very least, damaged, and you couldn’t have that.” 

“It was a helluva bluff, Bo,” Mendoza agreed. “I thought about not sending the money, but my people checked out the Bloomberg and Reuters stories about Warfield being in serious trouble and the information was confirmed. Warfield had failed on a transaction with Stillman and the markets went crazy.” He puffed on his cigar. “How did you manufacture that whole thing?” 

Jack O’Connor had been hesitant to honor Bo’s request, but in the end had acquiesced. The fail on the fifty million in bonds had been arranged quietly and O’Connor had instructed his traders not to deal with Warfield at the open. Finally, O’Connor had called contacts at Bloomberg and Reuters to exacerbate the problem and accelerate the effect. “That was easy,” Bo said, not wanting to give away O’Connor’s identity. “And once a rumor gets started on Wall Street, it’s harder to stop than a nuclear reaction.” 

Mendoza tapped an inch-long ash into a tray beside the scotch bottle. “Well, it was a nice piece of poker playing.” 

“Where did the money actually come from?” Bo asked, curious how Mendoza could so easily and quickly manipulate such an immense amount of money. 

“The Energy Department,” Mendoza replied, allowing Bo the kind of high-level information that would make him feel right away like a part of what was going on. “Energy has a huge budget with the least amount of oversight. A little-known and closely guarded Washington secret,” he added. 

“So you want me involved?” Bo asked, interested in where Mendoza was headed with all of this. “I assume I’m not the first civilian allowed inside.” 

“We do this kind of thing quite a bit, though rarely at this level,” Mendoza admitted. “You’d be surprised how many CEOs and general counsels of large corporations allow us to run cutouts through their publicly held corporations. It’s very effective.” He gestured toward the window. “As we expand our network, we’ll need to make more investments related to RANSACK. Warfield gives us a perfect platform from which to do so. We can do things quietly and quickly.” 

“Why did Jimmy Lee agree to set this thing up through Warfield in the first place?” Bo asked. 

“First of all, he was a patriot. Your father understood the need for this kind of operation immediately. Second, he wanted Paul elected president.” 

Bo smiled. That was the real reason. Jimmy Lee would never have done anything purely for the good of the country. There always needed to be a return on his investment. “So the understanding was that he would allow you to use Warfield as an investment vehicle in return for information on Paul’s political opponents.” 

“Yes.” 

“Other than Jimmy Lee, who within the family knew about RANSACK?” 

“Teddy.” 

“Not Paul?” 

“Paul knows very little. In case the thing ever blew up in our faces, Jimmy Lee wanted Paul insulated.” 

“What about Bruce Laird?” 

“He never knew anything about RANSACK. Paul told him only that it was imperative that you not be allowed back into Warfield, and he asked no questions. At the end Paul convinced Laird that you were attempting to get rid of him because you’d uncovered his problems at Davis Polk, which is why Laird tried hard to get you to accept Paul’s offer to manage a billion of the family’s money from Montana.” Mendoza chuckled. “He did, however, turn out to be quite a hero. He and a crew of men rescued Meg and your friend John Blackburn from a cave on the estate last night. Rest assured, Meg is fine. She is with her parents on Long Island as we speak.” 

Bo’s shoulders slumped and he felt himself choking up. He had not stopped thinking about Meg through everything. He’d truly believed that she was safer with Blackburn in the cave, but he had second-guessed that decision thousands of times since. “That was Laird who was chasing us?” Bo asked, trying to hide the emotion overcoming him. 

“Yes,” Mendoza confirmed. “Laird happened to see our people breaking into your mansion and quickly rounded up estate security. When you came out from under the deck with Meg and Blackburn, it was the estate security staff chasing you. They were trying to save you, not hurt you. But you couldn’t have known.” 

“But it was your people who broke through the door in the basement?” 

“Yes.” 

“You killed Teddy and Tom Bristow, didn’t you?” Bo asked. “Once Jimmy Lee was gone you saw the opportunity to consolidate power.” 

“Teddy, yes, but we didn’t kill Tom Bristow,” Mendoza replied, his voice dropping. “Teddy took care of that for us.” 

Bo glanced up. “What?” 

“Teddy and Tom were homosexuals. They were partners, though they kept it very quiet. Yes. We think that once Teddy saw he was going to be running Warfield, he panicked, understanding that his relationship with Tom made him vulnerable.” 

Bo was silent for several seconds, trying to comprehend what Mendoza was saying. “Tiffany was working for you, wasn’t she,” he finally said. 

“Yes, I was trying to find out if you intended to come back to Warfield. Jimmy Lee had mentioned to me that you were becoming very restless out in Montana and I was worried, so I manufactured my trip out there under the cover of being keynote speaker at the Jackson Hole trade summit. Tiffany planted a microphone in the dashboard of your Jeep and when you told her that you were definitely coming back, we went into action. I knew that if you ever discovered what was going on at Warfield without me having the proper opportunity to explain everything to you, you’d notify the authorities. It’s one of many things I admire about you, Bo. You are the most honest man I’ve ever known.” 

“So that’s why I was sent to Montana. To get me out of the way.” 

“And because Jimmy Lee was worried about you screwing up Paul’s campaign. Both factors were at work. No one has ever questioned that you were the right person to run Warfield. Now you can do so with no constraints.” 

“Then you did write the memo to Jimmy Lee suggesting the change in Warfield’s general partnership structure.” 

“Yes,” Mendoza admitted, “and if Paul had done even a halfassed job of hiding your father’s personal papers, you never would have known. Not that it matters now.” 

Bo pointed at Mendoza. “You had me attacked and drugged in the Jeep. You had the pictures taken of me with Tiffany in the motel.” 

Mendoza nodded. 

“Are there more than the one photograph I’ve seen?” Bo asked hesitantly. 

Mendoza let out a sigh. He had hoped to avoid this discussion. “Many more,” he said softly. “Some extremely graphic ones too. Ones that would make Meg’s stomach turn if she ever saw them,” he warned sternly. “But let’s focus on more important issues, of which there are many. There is a great deal more to tell—” 

“Did you go after Meg?” Bo interrupted, his voice hollow. “Were you behind the attacks at Penn Station and the parking garage near the hospital?” 

Mendoza puffed on the cigar. 

“Michael!” Bo shouted, standing up. 

The study door swung open quickly. The man who had removed the hood and handcuffs appeared in the doorway. “Everything all right, sir?” he asked gruffly. 

“Fine,” Mendoza answered. He waved his hand. “Leave us.” 

The man glanced menacingly at Bo, then shut the door. 

“Sit back down, Bo,” Mendoza ordered, waiting until Bo had complied before speaking again. “This gets to the heart of the matter, my friend.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Don’t you think it would have been easier for me simply to have you killed and let Frank Ramsey continue to run Warfield, than go through all of this? Ramsey was a puppet, a man I could control very easily, and you were a damn bull in a china shop. I could have had you capped so easily that night in Montana and been done with you. It would have been so much cleaner than bribing Tiffany and taking those pictures, and losing sleep knowing that you were closing in on what was going on at Warfield. Don’t you see how much easier that would have been for me?” 

“I suppose it would have been.” The thought had occurred to Bo several times. 

“I love you like a brother, Bo. I couldn’t kill you.” 

“But you could kill my wife.” 

“No.” Mendoza pursed his lips. “However, I made you think she was in danger to distract you and make you vulnerable. I could have killed her in that parking garage, but I didn’t. I wanted you to recognize that you needed to back off, but you didn’t. You kept charging forward. I should have known you would. It’s what I love about you, and what I hate.” He leaned forward on the desk, gritting his teeth. “RANSACK is the most important intelligence initiative our government has ever embarked upon, and I have allowed our personal relationship to cloud my judgment. Gerald Wallace has questioned my commitment to RANSACK several times because of my decisions regarding your safety. But make no mistake, Bolling, I will not let that happen again. I have pictures in my possession that would destroy your marriage to Meg, and from this point on I would not hesitate to use them or to use excessive force if necessary to protect the sanctity of the operation.” He leaned back slowly in the chair. “But there is no need for all of that, Bo,” he said, his voice softening. “Come and be my partner, not my adversary. RANSACK represents an incredible opportunity to clean up this country once and for all. You know down deep you believe strongly in what I’m doing. You hate seeing criminals go free as much as I do. You hate seeing the bleeding hearts win.” 

A long silence ensued, both men deep in thought. 

“What about Dale Stephenson?” Bo finally asked. 

“He went to Montana to warn you about what was going on. Somehow he found out more than he should have. We killed him,” Mendoza admitted matter-of-factly, “then told people he had died in an accident in Colorado.” Mendoza tapped the desk. “I’m not proud of some of the things I’ve had to do, Bo, but to make RANSACK a reality I agreed to go to any lengths necessary to succeed. Dale was a good man and I’m sorry about what happened to him. I’m sorry about Richard Randolph and Harold Shaw too, but—” 

“But you had to have your people in charge of Global Media and AFG,” Bo finished the thought. 

“Of course we had to have our people in charge. It’s terrible and I spent a great deal of time trying to figure out a better way, a solution in which men did not have to die. But they did have to die, and I’m comfortable that ultimately I have followed the honorable course of action to protect my country. Sometimes individuals have to be sacrificed for the good of the colony.” 

“What will happen now that Jimmy Lee is gone?” 

Mendoza cleared his throat. “As I said, I want you to run Warfield and take control of the Hancock family empire. If not, I will appoint someone who will do exactly as I direct. What I have sacrificed for this operation will not be in vain.” 

Bo’s face contorted. “How the hell would you appoint someone?” 

“Catherine and I are to be married. Through her, I will control the family if you choose not to.” 

“Are you mad?” 

“I couldn’t be more sane.” Mendoza laughed. “Right now Catherine is being ‘held captive’ at my farmhouse in Middleburg, Virginia. She thinks we both are. The truth is that I wanted her protected through all of this and the best way to accomplish that was to make her think she had been taken hostage. You never know what may happen to your loved ones at critical times in this business,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “When this is over, we will marry. I want you to be our best man.” 

Bo shook his head in disbelief. “But remember the new partnership agreement you had put in place. Ashley and I could always—” 

Mendoza held up a hand. “Don’t push me, Bo.” 

Bo fell silent, understanding the not-so-veiled threat. “When did you and Catherine become close?” he asked. 

“I have always admired Catherine,” Mendoza answered, “ever since she was young. When I found out about Teddy and Tom, I informed her. I discovered then that she had always hated Jimmy Lee as much as I did,” he said, his expression turning steely. 

“Jimmy Lee gave you everything,” Bo said incredulously. “How could you have hated him?” 

“Your mother gave me everything,” Mendoza retorted. “Ida was the one who rescued me from the orphanage after I escaped from Cuba. Ida was the one who invited me to spend time at the estate when I was young. As you’ve said yourself, Jimmy Lee was quite a bigot. In the early years he referred to me in private as ‘the little spic welfare case.’ He didn’t think I knew about that. I loved your mother, Bo, but I hated Jimmy Lee.” Mendoza leaned forward and poured Bo a drink. “Here, you look like you need it.” 

Bo glanced down at the glass. “I don’t understand,” he said slowly. 

“Jimmy Lee used me the same way he used Catherine. When he figured out that I was intelligent and that people gravitated toward me, then he took an interest in me. He paid for the finest education money could buy, then he bought my way into the Senate, just as he bought Paul’s way into the Connecticut governor’s office. When I became a senator, he used me. It was no coincidence that Jimmy Lee knew about major Senate decisions before they were announced. Before anyone else knew about them. He made incredible amounts of money using the information I fed him.” Mendoza’s expression turned grim. “When I asked Jimmy Lee to help me run for president, he turned his back on me.” His voice intensified. “I’m eminently more qualified to run this country than Paul, but your father put the kiss of death on my chances by calling his high-powered friends and telling them lies about me. He never knew that I’d found out about what he had done.” 

“So in return you destroyed Paul’s campaign.” 

“Yes!” Mendoza snarled. “I arranged for that break-in at Reggie Duncan’s campaign headquarters. I arranged for Ron Baker’s destruction and for Baker to throw his support to Duncan.” He laughed aloud. “Baker still has no idea who really fucked him.” Mendoza’s voice turned calm again. “I’m glad to see a black man on the doorstep of the White House. He’s a much better man than Paul Hancock.” 

“I agree,” Bo said quietly, picking the glass of scotch up off the desk. He took a small sip, savoring the taste and the warm feeling that coursed through him instantly. “Who took the pictures of Paul’s hands around Melissa’s neck?” he asked, knowing the answer. 

“I did,” Mendoza replied. “I hated Paul then as much as you did. Almost as much as I do now. He’s a worthless bastard, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Bo took a longer swallow of the scotch. “Yes.” 

“My only regret is that he didn’t kill himself the night before last right here in this room,” Mendoza said ruefully, glancing up at the hole in the ceiling where the slug had buried itself. “But he’s only a shadow of his former self now. Without Jimmy Lee and Teddy to support him, you and I will be able to manipulate him any way we choose.” 

“You’re right.” Bo guzzled down what remained of the scotch. “So you saw Paul kill Melissa that night?” he asked quietly. 

Mendoza leaned forward and refilled the glass, then filled the second one on the desk. “No, Bo. I killed her,” he admitted finally, his lip twitching slightly as he said the words. “I hate Paul more than even you can imagine. And she was so very expendable.” 

For a long time they were silent. Then Mendoza picked up his glass, rose to his feet and nodded for Bo to stand as well. “To Warfield,” he said, touching Bo’s glass. 

“Yes.” 

“To RANSACK as well.” 

Bo hesitated. “To RANSACK,” he finally said, pressing the glass to his lips and drinking, exhilarated by the taste. He had missed the feeling of intoxication so badly. 



EPILOGUE

When you dump two hundred billion dollars’ worth of anything into a marketplace, you don’t get full price. You don’t have to be a Nobel Prize–winning economist to figure that out. When it’s the federal government doing the dumping and the product is financial securities, you don’t even get wholesale. At first the feds tried to sell off Warfield’s assets quietly, but financial vultures have a better scent for blood than great white sharks and the thing quickly turned into a chaotic auction. From what I read, they got a hundred and forty billion for everything, but it was probably even less than that. The Hancock fortune was reduced to smoldering ruins and several huge financial institutions—Warfield lenders—came close to bankruptcy. Global Media and AFG were sold off piecemeal. 

I played along with Michael Mendoza’s proposal to run the family empire for almost three months. I’m not much on patience, but in this instance I realized I had to be very careful about what I was doing. I knew that if I rolled over on Michael, my case would have to be airtight, and that even the Justice Department wouldn’t be able to protect me afterward, though they’d tell me they could. 

It wasn’t an easy decision, let me tell you. I knew I’d be destroying the Hancock name, as well as the lives of family members, Warfield employees, and friends who’d had nothing to do with RANSACK. But I knew if I didn’t go to Justice, I’d be destroying much more than that. 

One thing I regret is that I’ve never had a chance to talk to Ashley about what I did. Two weeks after the funerals she returned to Europe to resume her life. We talked every day by telephone after she left, right up until the day I went to the Justice Department. I never talked to her about my plan because I couldn’t risk a wiretap, or risk putting her in danger by letting her know what I was going to do. I hope she supports me. I think she does. Someday, when everything calms down and it’s safe, I’ll go see her in Europe. Until then I’ll feel good about the ten million dollars I got her before I detonated Warfield. I miss her every day. 

What you have to understand is that I always trusted Michael Mendoza. Really trusted him. He’d always been the big brother that neither Paul nor Teddy had been. I can’t emphasize that enough. Michael and I were that close. 

Over the years we had talked so many times into the early morning hours over a good bottle of port about the pros and cons of democracy. About how criminals seemed to get away with things more often than they got caught. About how ridiculously bad the legal system had become. And about how bleeding-heart elements had no idea what they were doing when they championed liberal causes. But in the end, I knew where RANSACK could lead, and it frightened the hell out of me. 

I realized that evening in my father’s study that somewhere along the way—I’m not sure where—Michael had truly lost his perspective, and his mind. It isn’t easy when you make that call about someone, especially a person you’re as close to as I was to Michael. It leaves you feeling the way you do after waking up in the middle of the night from a really awful nightmare. And at first you aren’t certain you’re accurate in your assessment, or right in what you’re doing. Maybe it’s you that isn’t all there, not the other guy. 

But in the weeks that followed, I came to find out that I was absolutely correct. Michael hadn’t seized on an opportunity, he’d created one. Turns out, Dr. Silwa had actually poisoned my father after being blackmailed by RANSACK. We confirmed that when we exhumed Jimmy Lee’s body under cover of darkness and performed a second autopsy. I had this strange feeling about the whole thing and I was dead on. When we confronted Silwa with the test results, he crumpled in front of our eyes. It was almost like he was relieved that he didn’t have to sneak around anymore wondering what they’d order him to do next. 

Frank Ramsey turned up dead one day outside a small Oklahoma town. He joined Teddy, Harold Shaw, Richard Randolph, the Hazeltine employee who had been watching me in Montana, Dale Stephenson, and Tom Bristow as RANSACK victims. I’m sure Tiffany ended up dead too, but I never heard. 

The Ramsey thing scared me. If they could find him in Oklahoma, no one was safe anywhere. 

“Anything to drink, sir?” 

The man behind the bar seems friendly enough, but I don’t trust anybody these days. “Diet Coke.” 

I haven’t had liquor since that night in Jimmy Lee’s study. It’s been six months now. This time I think I’ve licked the thing, but you never know for sure. 

God, I love New Orleans. You can really get lost here. They had offered me the Witness Protection Program, but I knew that was a joke. I’m sure the Justice boys meant well, but they didn’t know who they were dealing with. Mendoza would have ripped the WPP computer apart with his capabilities like a chain saw going through microwaved butter, and located me in a New York second. No thanks. 

So I went out on my own. I stashed ten million bucks around the country in fifty different banks, something in every state in case I stopped by. Mendoza will look because he knows I would have taken care of myself, but he won’t find anything. I learned a thing or two along the way as well. I also took a bunch of diamonds with me. They’re the best if you’re ever on the run. They’re lightweight, untraceable, and readily marketable. A little free advice for you. 

As promised, Michael made certain Meg saw all of the pictures of Tiffany and me in the Libby motel after I disappeared. She filed for divorce immediately. I’m sure Michael was happy about that. 

The woman is very pretty and I notice her right away at the far end of the bar. We have an instant attraction. Maybe she likes my ruggedness or the short ponytail coming down from under the white skimmer hat I’ve taken to wearing these days. Whatever it is, she comes and sits down next to me. Sort of sidles around nervously for a while, but pretty soon she’s on the stool next to mine. She has short, dark hair beneath a baseball cap pulled low over sexy eyes, but it isn’t her physical beauty to which I’m so instantly attracted. It’s this aura. This vulnerability that turns on my urge to protect like a switch on the wall. 

“Hi, Bo.” 

“Hello, Meg.” 

I haven’t seen her since the night before I rolled over on Michael. I told her everything that night, even showed her the picture of Tiffany and me that Michael had given me out in Wyoming. It didn’t faze her one bit. She believed me right away when I told her I had been set up, and was fully prepared when fifty-seven more showed up in her mailbox after I left. I told her I was adopted that night too and that didn’t faze her either. She said she’d always known and not because I looked different from Teddy and Paul. She said it was because I was such a different person than those bastards. She actually used the word “bastards,” which I liked. 

I told her to wait three months before she came to this dive in the French Quarter. I knew Michael would be watching and listening. We haven’t spoken since that night, but I had no doubt she would be as punctual as always. We have a bond no one can understand. 

“I’m scared, Bo,” she says, taking a sip of my Diet Coke. 

“Don’t worry, nothing can happen to us now,” I say, gazing at the woman I’ve missed so deeply. I kind of like this new look of hers—the cropped brunet hair. 

“I did it with a pair of scissors at the airport,” she says, touching my leg. 

“It looks good.” 

“I love you,” she whispers. 

“I love you too.” 

I know Michael will never figure out how I could throw it all away. He thought I couldn’t live without the money and the luxury, but he never really knew me, as close as we were, because ultimately his mind didn’t work like mine. I’m a pretty simple guy when it comes down to it. All I really need is Meg, and now I have her back again. 

I heard years later that people speculated I had destroyed the family and our fortune because I had some deep-seated bitterness over being adopted, but that wasn’t it. 

It was a matter of honor. And that was all. 
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