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    Part One

    Betrayal

  


  


  
    1


    Venice.


    The streets were a river of color in the dark, sequins and silks swirling around bare flesh. Masks and cloaks fought the assault of the rain and the splashes of the sea underfoot. Costumes flowed toward San Marco, just as the tide of the Adriatic ebbed away, leaving salt puddles to reflect the glare of carnival.


    The pounding music from the palazzi and the manic orchestration of voices, Italian and foreign, stunned Annas senses as she ran. Her masculine costume had saved her in the seconds when the meeting had gone bad, and now it freed her to move, thrusting through the tangle of the crowd. The sword at her side caught at passersby until she took the sheath in her left hand and lifted the hilt off her hip.


    She stopped with her back against a medieval shop at the base of a bridge. Music pulsed through the stone at her back, and her lungs burned as she peered around the corner at the arch of the footbridge. Two lovers embraced against the stone railing; a reveler in a black cloak and white Pantalone mask strode past her toward the bridge. At the top of the arch stood another of the Serbs who had tried to kill her, talking into a cellphone, his head moving like an owls. None of the Serbs had bothered to wear masks or costumes; all had leather jackets and mustaches. High on adrenaline, she drew the sword and shrugged off her cloak in one unconsciously dramatic motion. She gathered the cloak in her left hand and risked one glance back into the thick of the crowd. Then she drew herself up and flung herself around the corner at the bridge.


    Because the Serb was talking, he was slow. She rushed past the Venetian in the white mask, his dignified walk and cloak screening her for an extra second. She threw her own cloak with both hands, and the Serb shot at it on instinct. His second shot buzzed in her ear as she took a last step and leaped, lunging forward, her whole weight driving the point of the smallsword through his neck. The blade grated against the vertebrae and she rolled her wrist and used the speed of her rush to tear the blade free. Momentum carried her past her victim, and she stumbled, caught herself on the railing, and leaped to the parapet of the bridge.


    The revelers white mask turned to the movement, black eye sockets locked on her. One of the lovers had been hit by a shot, and the Serbs open throat pumped red blood on the gray stones. A seconds balance on the parapet as her mind recorded the copper scent and the sheen of blood, and she dove into the canal. The unwounded lover screamed.


    The shock of the water cut off the screams, and she swam, eyes and mouth shut tight. She stayed down, lungs bursting from the run and the adrenaline, until her hands found the opening and she thrust herself through and up into the tiny space of a partly submerged chapel, lightless, silent. For an entire minute, she could do nothing but breathe, supporting herself on a stone that had been the base of the altar.


    She snapped on a tiny flashlight whose glow reflected off gold leaf and mosaic.


    Anna rolled into her waiting canoe, half filling it with water, and sat up. Her right hand still clutched the sword, and she pushed it under the bag in the front of the boat and played the tiny beam of light around her. The chapel had been a military one, eight hundred years ago; she hadnt noticed it when she had entered at low tide. Now, she watched the ceiling as the tide ebbed and her escape route cleared. A Byzantine Saint Michael held aloft a sword of light and threatened Satan; a figure in armor at the far end looked to her like Saint Mauriceor was it Saint George?


    She shivered. She had never killed before. She didnt like it.


    She pulled a travel book from her pack and opened it to the last page. She had written four names there in Arabic script, in an old Persian language that was better than a code. She studied them in the flashlights inch-wide beam.


    Her lips thinned and she shook her head at the first nameGeorge Shreed.


    Suburban Virginia.


    Sitting in his house alone, George Shreed stared at a dead computer screen and listened to the absence of his wife. She was dying in a hospice, and the house was dying with her, devoid now of her voice, of the smells of her cooking, of her off-tune singing. Thirty years of marriage create a lot of sound, and now it had all drained away, and he was alone.


    He booted up one of his computers. Three monitors sat on tables in the small study. He could communicate directly with his duty officer at the Central Intelligence Agency, or with several distant mainframes on which he kept coded and secret files, or with the vast world of electronic magic that a few years before had hardly existed.


    Janey, he murmured. It was not as if he meant to call her back from the edge of death, but only that he had to say her name sometimes, as if, left unsaid, the name too would disappear and he would have nothing.


    Oh, God, he muttered.


    Shreed was frightened. Horrors never came alone: first, his wifes cancer; now, the woman in Venice. He had just learned that his people hadnt caught her, so she was still out there, still running around with evidence that could send him to prison for life.


    Two weeks ago, she had made her first contact: an e-mail with a photograph that he had first sent two years before, encrypted, to an Internet address where it could be accessed by Beijing. Shreed had been stunned to get it backa hand reaching out of the past to strangle him.


    Ten days ago, the woman had e-mailed him a page of classified material about a project called Peacemakerclassified material that Shreed himself had covertly sent to his Chinese control in 1997. The Agency would have him for treason if they knew he had transferred it. With it had been a curt message: VeniceOld Ghetto memorial16 Marchone million dollars.


    Then he had sent people to find her, and she had escaped.


    And she had sent him a second message: Now the price is two million.


    The computer screen was bright. He punched keys, and icons and prompts flew by. He moved out into cyberspace, entered a mainframe on a university campus two thousand miles away and called up a file that appeared as random symbols and letters on his screen. He keyed in a password, then another, then empowered an algorithm that ran in tandem with a checker within the file itself, and then he was in, and the symbols in the blink of an eye became words.


    Project Peacemaker.


    Janey didnt know about this part of his life. Nobody knew, in fact. Not truesome people in China knew. But Janey and his colleagues at the CIA didnt know. He didnt give a shit about the colleagues, but he was deeply guilty that he had hidden part of his life from Janey, who was his life, for so many years. He would have to tell her, he knew. Tell her the way people tell a priest, there in the humming silence of her hospice room, tell her as she lay full of painkillers, needles in her arms, tell her as if she were the wall with the little wicket of the confessional. And say, Forgive me, Janeyforgive me before you go. Even though she wouldnt have heard him, most probably.


    Shreed went through the Peacemaker file. He needed a fall guy, or at least a diversionsomebody to take the heat of an investigation if this damned woman in Venice decided to go to the Agency.


    He needed time.


    Peacemaker had failed two years ago, a very promising project that hadnt worked right, in the end. He had backed it as a weapon with real potential, and he had leaked data about it to Beijing, and the Chinese had made too much stink about it, and Peacemaker had been aborted by the White House as destabilizing. The Agency had been nosing around ever since about how the information had leaked, and if the finger ever pointed at him, there would be a disaster.


    He needed a scapegoat.


    He had to find somebody likely. He was not, himself, likelythat was the good part. He had been too visible in the project, one of its main sponsors. What he needed was somebody who had not been quite so visible, somebody about whom you could say after the fact, Oh, sure, now I see what that guy was doinghe was spying for the Chinese the whole time. Somebody who would have had to exert a little extra to find things out. Not quite a munchkin, but not quite a master of the universe, either. He began to go down lists of names. No, no, nomaybeno. He smiled, a somewhat wolfish expression on his lean face. He had just come to the name of his own personal assistant, Ray Suter. Assistants were expendable, and Suter was a real bastard, but he was too closely associated with Shreed himself. Suspicion, like tar, sticks to everybody in the vicinity.


    Who, then?


    Name after name. Not quite right. Completely wrong. Impossible. Maybe. And then


    Shreed grinned.


    Rose Siciliano.


    Shed been the Seaborne Launch Officer on the project. Walled off from the Eyes-Only stuff but very much in on all the computer magic, the trajectory and targeting data. If shed actually been the spy, she could have, with some snooping and some late hours and a certain amount of risk, busted the security and reported the deep stuff to Beijing. Shed even had a computer geek, an EM named Valdez (a name hed already dismissed) whom she was always quoting about the data stream and stuff she wasnt being allowed to see. Perfect behavior for a spy.


    Or at least the CIA investigators would see it that way.


    And, she was Alan Craiks wife. And he owed Craik one, the little shit. Theyd hated each other for years. His grin widened as he thought about it: if the wife was accused of passing secrets about Peacemaker, the husband was sure to be suspected, too. Tar sticks.


    Shreed glanced at his watch. He was due at the hospice to sit with Janey.


    He hit a button and highlighted the name.


    Rose Siciliano.


    Newport, Rhode Island.


    The Cessna 180 held steady at 5600 feet. At the controls, Rose Siciliano flew with the unconscious ease of a seasoned pilothelicopters, now heading for astronaut training. Next to her, her husband glanced over the gauges and listened briefly to the Quonset tower. That was mostly the way it wentshe flew and he kibitzed and ran the radio. Now, he put his hand on her knee, and her hand came down to cover his, and she flashed him a grin.


    Its been a great couple of years, he said.


    She nodded, looked aside. Below, the Rhode Island coast was spread out for them on a sparkling day, Quonset Naval Air Station in her near foreground as they came around for their approach. They had been here two years and now they were leavingboth lieutenant-commanders, both at the Naval War College, both taking a quiet tour after some very hairy sea duty. And in two weeks it would be over.


    Gonna miss it, he said.


    You bet. Her normally husky voice was even a shade raspier. She had had their second child here. They had been happy. Like real people, she growled. Like civilians, she meant. Now, it was off to the CIAs Ranch for him, astronaut training for her. Great moves for both of them, exactly what they wanted, butShe squeezed his hand. Well look back on it, she said.


    Hey! He squeezed her leg, laughed. Come on! Life is good. What can go wrong? Were us.


    She grinned again, then leaned way over to kiss his cheek.


    But what could go wrong? He was LCDR Alan Craik, off to the Ranch, the CIAs arduous school for spies; she was LCDR Rose Siciliano, off to conquer the stars. What could possibly go wrong?


    He got on the radio, and she banked the plane and descended, and then both of them were absorbed into the routine of headings and altitudes, and they went down and down and around and she brought it in on the center line of the runway, the wheels touching with a bump and squeal, and the ground raced along under her, and she was happy.

    



    Rose learned how fast things could go wrong when they got home. He was already indoors; she had put the car away and gathered up their stuff, and she was standing in the front door of their rented house, looking down the long central corridor at his study. He stood there, back to her, telephone at his ear. She knew that stiff posture and long neck and what they meant: rage.


    Mikey, their seven-year-old, knew it, too. And he knew the Navy. His detailer, he said, with the wisdom of a child who had grown up in the Navy. The baby-sitter, also a Navy child, nodded.


    Rose started down the hall. Calls to your detailer were life-changing: your detailer helped plan your career, generated your orders.


    Alan hadnt said a word yet. She had almost reached him when she heard him say, Understood, and he slowly hung up and then gathered the cordless phone and its cradle in one hand and threw it across the study.


    It smashed against the far wall; Rose flinched as bits of plastic flew.


    Those bastards! he shouted. His face was contorted with anger. Those bastards have changed my orders!


    Going to the Ranch had been a big deal. Their pal Harry ONeill had urged it. It was a logical step for a hotshot whose squadron days were over, he saidmove into the covert world and go where the action was.


    Why? she said.


    How the fuck do I know why? They wont tell me why!


    Buthoney


    He came down a little, his anger never hot for long. Theyre sending me to some rinky-dink experimental project. Month at sea, thenthe detailer doesnt know.


    Tell them you wont accept the orders!


    He blew an angry sigh through puffed mouth. The detailer doesnt advise it. He bent to pick up the telephone and tried to fit two broken pieces of plastic together. Not going to the Ranch, RoseIts as if they dont trust me all of a sudden. He stood there, holding the pieces as if they were emblems of his helplessness. All of a sudden, Im a pariah. He looked up at her in anguish. Why?


    Tar sticks.


    Oh, shit. He sat on the stair. Ive got to be in Trieste, Italy, in four days. Im going to miss my own fucking graduation from the War College!


    Venice.


    Efremov was dead.


    Anna had awakened to feel his body cooling in their bed, the bed she had shared with him for five years.


    She had checked for a pulse, respiration, but they were last acts of friendship, quite separate from hope. He was dead. She had left Tehran the same day.


    Now, his death would be known throughout his world. As he had prepared her for so many things, so he had prepared her for this, with suggestions and instructions, a locked box, passportsand computer disks. She had begun the contacts with his former agents even as she had fled Iran.


    She had found safety and anonymity in a youth hostel in Istanbul. She was twenty-six and beautiful, but she looked a mature twenty, and she had bought a passport and a student card from Israel to have a twenty-year-olds identity. In Istanbul, she had used the cyber-cafs around Hagia Sophia to contact a man who was only a name on a secret file, George Shreed. Shreed had hired the Serbs to kill her in Venice.


    Now, one of them was standing under an arch outside her window. They had found her.


    She was sharing a room, a very expensive room, with a stewardess from Lufthansa. Greta was on vacation and avoiding airlines, and they had met at the Herms shop near the Doges Palace, not entirely by accidentAnna had been looking for cover. Greta wanted adventure, a little romance, a man to last a few days. Anna made herself the ideal companion, which included listening to Gretas complaints about the man she had picked up.


    American?


    Australian, ma chrie. Rude and a little unwashed. Too rude, in the end.


    Mine never made the assignation.


    Cowards, all of them.


    Greta emerged from the shower wearing nothing but a towel on her head. Anna admired her candidly; Greta lacked Annas legs and hips, but she was striking, and her breasts were enviable. Greta seemed unaware of Annas gaze and collapsed theatrically on her bed.


    Shopping will cure it. And I want to go to the Rialto.


    Is the Gap in Venice any different from the one in London? Anna had never been to London, but her passport said she had.


    Greta laughed, a silly girls laugh. I know where to shop, here.


    Youll get me in trouble.


    Probably. They both laughed. Greta was very easy to like, Anna thought. She had confidence and enthusiasm that went deeper than the automatic smile of the airline employee. Anna pulled on a top, glanced out the window, half pulled the heavy green drape, and moved from her own bed to the rooms desk with her laptop. Greta began rifling her purse, throwing her passport and wallet on the bed. They caught Annas eye, like a signal. She glanced out the window again.


    Do you have a laptop? Mine keeps freezing on the keyboard. Actually, it was working quite well. Anna just didnt want to be tracked.


    Of course, ma chrie. It is there, by the television. But it is probably the phone lines. They are antique, like everything else in Venice.


    Anna found the case, slipped down behind the chair next to the television, and connected to the net. The machine was very different from the succession of IBM laptops Efremov had always acquired for them. It had a fashion edge to it. The case was an after-market replacement, a deep, velvet blue.


    The case is wonderful!


    It is, isnt it? A boy gave it to me. Gretas voice suggested a deep satisfaction with the case, or the boy. Perhaps both.


    Online connection. All the directions in German, but her German was up to the task. Greta spoke a movie-star English, but Annas stilted German had started the hasty friendship and established her bona fides as the child of Austrian Jews.


    Search Engine. The second name from her list. Alan Craik. Several hits. A Navy locator address. Anna flicked her eyes over the street outside; the watcher had a cellphone out. She read two short bios of the man Craikservice, medals, marriage. Naval War College.


    She searched again on some ship names: Alan Craik was going next to an aviation detachment, that much was clear. She tried Ombudsman and USS Thomas Jefferson. Seven hits. The Americans continued to pretend that their naval movements were classified, even as their wives posted lists of ports of call on the Internet. She used the unfamiliar finger pad to scroll through the seven hits.


    Exactly. Liberty ports.


    Movement on the street outside. A second man, a lit cigarette. Anna scooped Gretas documents off the end of the bed and put them in her bag without hesitation. Then she took her own expensive forgeries and dropped them on the telephone table, never taking her eyes off the street. Greta prattled on, and Anna made noisesyes, no, interestingto suit Gretas noises. Greta knew nothing of the men outside the window or of the sudden loss of her identity.


    One last bit of information from the laptop: Alan Craik would be in Trieste, Italy, in two days.


    Anna closed the laptop and returned it to its case, running her fingers over the blue. Anna loved the best things, and so did Greta. On that ground, they truly met. Greta was applying her makeup, and their eyes met in the mirror.


    I have to run out, Greta. Anna waved her handbag. Ill be back in a few moments.


    Greta nodded in the mirror. Anna bit her lips in regret. Greta did not deserve what was to come, but no one did. Anna headed for the elevator.


    The antique elevator was the only way she knew of getting to a lower floor. Even in Iran, there would have been fire stairs, but not in Venice. She thumbed the button. She had no gun and she feared what would emerge from that elevator.


    Abruptly, while she was still trying to devise a plan to meet a rush of armed men, the door opened. One elderly woman emerged. Anna had the elevator to herself. She took two deep breaths before she thumbed the button for the first floor.


    The Serbs would be in the main lobby by now.


    The elevator crept down three floors, her heart hammering in time to the gentle sway of the old car within its track, and stopped with arthritic slowness. The door attempted to compensate with a harsh crash that could be heard throughout the building. They would hear that, know that someone had used the elevator to the first floor above the lobby. Anna fought down panic. They could not know it was she. Not yet. Not until they found Greta. If they could tell the difference between Greta and Anna, she was dead. She hoped they only had a description. In her experience, all desirable women looked alike to most men.


    She walked to the room that corresponded to her own on the fifth floor. She had no reason for this choice, only a certain blind superstition. She breathed and knocked.


    A middle-aged man in a dressing-gown opened the door. Anna smiled, her body swaying with relief. May I come in? she asked. The man, a North American, appeared flabbergasted. His mouth moved, but no words emerged. Anna heard the elevator going upand up, past this floor. Up to her room on the fifth?


    She slipped past him into his room. Same layout as her room above, two beds, even someone in the bath. She walked to the window, moved the blinds. Empty. She pushed the window open. The man was saying something, and the sharp retort of a gunshot came from above them. She ignored both, letting the surge of adrenaline carry her out the window. She hung from the sill and dropped. One of her stupid heels broke, but her ankle held and she stumbled away. She pulled her shoes off, threw them in the canal, ran to the corner, began planning her movements off the island of Venice and up the coast to Trieste.


    Planning it in her head as she ran barefootTriesteAlan Craik


    Trieste.


    Alan joined his new command, an airborne detachment testing a new imaging system called MARI, while it was moving from Pax River via NAS Norfolk and Aviano, Italy, to join the USS Thomas Jefferson at Trieste. At first, it was like flying with strangers in a commercial jet; he was CO in name only, the movement already organized by the acting CO, a lieutenant-commander named Stevens. He was still in a rage over the change of orders, so his mood was not charitable, and he found himself making harsh judgments about the unit. Movement planning seemed to him substandard, the preparations made to work only because the junior enlisted worked their butts off and the senior enlisted were pros. The officers remained an unknown quantityfaces and handshakes at Pax River, and little elseand most of them had flown off with the dets two aircraft and would be waiting on the Jefferson.


    By the time they had reached Aviano, he had at least gotten control of the anger, and he knew many of the faces, if not the names. He had made common cause with the senior chief, and they had agreed on how to improve the last leg to the ship. Then he saw to it that he was the last man to leave Aviano; that way, he knew that everything was in train, and the senior chief would get everything to the Jefferson on schedule.


    He showered for the first time in two days, changed into civilian clothes at the NATO bachelor officers quarters, and rented a car, which he drove a little too fast into Trieste before walking down to fleet landing. The Jefferson was anchored out beyond the main harbor entrance, washed by hazy sun and a faint Mediterranean mist that gave the port a friendly look and gilded the harshness of the modern waterfront.


    Now almost resigned to the change of orders and buoyed by seeing a ship he knew and felt great affection for, his mood was raised further by seeing a familiar face: Chris Donitz, an F-14 jock who had been the senior LSO on his last tour.


    Hey, Doughnuts!


    He smiled because it was obvious that Donitz was glad to see him. In an instant, shipboard camaraderie embraced him, and he listened with a smile as Donitz told him that he was heading shoreward for two days of liberty and a meeting with his wife. Donitz was just beginning to rhapsodize about meeting her in Venice when Alan heard a voice at his shoulder.


    Sorry to interrupt, sirare you Lieutenant-Commander Craik? Message at the SP shack, sir.


    He thought, Oh, shit, trouble with the det. He shook Donitzs hand. Better catch your train. Give my regards to Regina.


    You bet. But Al, listen, uh


    Alan waited, literally balanced on one foot to walk away.


    Uh, watch your step, okay?


    That got Alans attention, and he swung back. Whats that supposed to mean?


    Donitz flicked a glance at his watch and shuffled his feet. Just some scuttlebutt about why youre here.


    An intel guy commanding a bunch of aviators? I can deal with it.


    Uhsure. Hey, take care of yourself.


    If Alan had been in less of a hurry, he would have known that Donitz had more to say. As it was, Donitz gave a quick hand gesture, part salute, part wave, and hurried through the shore-patrol sentries and down the pier toward the railway station.


    Alan strolled over to the shore-patrol office. A well-turned-out jg stood inside, his creased whites gleaming. He was from the ships company and didnt recognize Alan in his civilian clothes, but as soon as Alan introduced himself, the man snapped to attention.


    Sir, the previous DO left a message that your wife came by about an hour ago and said shed wait for you in, uh, Lettieri. He had trouble with it, and the name came out as Letty-air-yury.


    My wife? Rose was supposed to be in Newport, getting ready to graduate.


    Thats what the message says, sir. Mrs Craik waiting for her husband at the Letty-air-iery.


    Lettieri? Alan asked. Rose had never mentioned coming out. Of course, she wasnt above surprising himmaybe even skipping her own graduation because he had to miss his, and theyd spend it together? Pick up a quickie flight from some friend in TransportThe thought of seeing her made him grin.


    Lieutenant, can you call the boat?


    Yes, sir.


    Get CVIC on the line and tell them that LCDR Craik is going to miss the 1700 brief, okay? Ask my Det NCOIC to see that my stuff gets to my stateroom.


    Aye, aye, sir.


    Now, where is the Lettieri? He realized that he wanted to see his wife a lot more than he wanted to see his new command.

    



    Alans eagerness to see Rose saved his life.


    He followed the first part of the directions from fleet landing to the Riva Del Mandrachio, which ran along the waterfront, but the next turning eluded him. The landmark for this turn had been hotly debated by two sailors of the shore patrol, one arguing for a small church, the other for a bar, both making marks on the back of an advertising flier for a rock club. Alan saw several bars, but no church. He turned southeast, away from the waterfront, and headed into town, following the crude map and asking his way in his Neapolitan Italian, to the amusement of the Triestini.


    The first local he asked pointed silently up the hill and waved Alan on. The second, as if to make up for the reticence of the first, offered to take him to a much better caf, with a beautiful waitress, where the man himself was headed. Alan declined with courtesy, and the man shrugged. He gave directions rapidly, insisting that the Caffe Lettieri was on the Via San Giorgio. Alan followed the new directions as best he could.


    Ten minutes later, he was deep in the old part of the city. He passed two of the citys foremost Roman attractions and stopped, his temper flaring. The anger about his changed orders was just below the surface again, ready to flare at any provocation. He took a deep breath, looked at his map, and began to doubt that any members of the shore patrol had got this far from the fleet landing. Then, deliberately calming himself, he walked slowly until he found a cross street whose name appeared on his map and moved briskly south toward the Via San Giorgio. By then, the sunny day had turned gray, and thin Adriatic drizzle had begun to fall, and he was hurrying because he was afraid he would miss Rose.


    He had to walk for more than five minutes to reach San Giorgio, and he realized by the time he reached it that he was directly above the fleet landing; indeed, the shore-patrol post was almost at his feet. The Caffe Lettieri was just ahead of him, a new, prosperous place with gold lettering on its faade. Roses choice of a rendezvous now made sense. He hurried to meet her, overtaking what he took to be a local man talking on a cellphone.


    And then something struck him as out of place. A car had pulled up ahead of him, a big Audi 5000; the doors opened even before it had stopped, and as the doors popped feet and heads and hands appeared, fingers gripped around door frames, tension in eyes that darted back and forth at him and at the man with the cellphone. He knew those eyes, those tense hands: anticipating violence. That was his reaction, irrational, atavistic: memories of Africa and Bosnia, men going into action, high on it, super-alert.


    And the man ahead of him was speaking Serbo-Croat, not Italian.


    The man closed his cellphone with a snap and drew a pistol from his backpack, his eyes fixed now on the Caffe Lettieri. He looked just like the men coming out of the Audi. Almost dancing on the pavement in his anticipation.


    They were going to hit the caf.


    The caf in which his wife was waiting.


    Alan lengthened his stride and stepped up behind cellphone man and took a last, careful look up the street at the car, his mind stretching the milliseconds as he tried to read what he was seeing. Weapons were appearing now from black leather jackets. One man was checking his fly, the second time he had done that: When did I see him do it? How did I notice? Another licked his lips. Looking here, therepredators eyes


    He took a deep, silent breath, gathered his anger and frustration and threw himself on the man with the pack, pinning his arms to his sides. His weight carried the man to the ground and the mans head hit the pavement with a hollow thump, like a gourd meeting a cleaver. He heaved at the man, flipping him face up, gaining control of his limbs and taking the gun, a wrestling move that flowed from his past without conscious thought. He worked the slide on the pistol and rolled away, covering the head of the street, where one of the men from the Audi was opening fire into the front of the caf.


    Alan centered the sight picture on the mans chest above the machine pistol he was using and fired twice, knocking the shooter back over the hood of the Audi. One of the other leather jackets fired back at him, walking the stream of bullets over the man he had tackled. Alan felt a blow to his leg and fired back without any attempt to aim. He raised his head and shot again on reflex, but the man who had fired at Alan had thrown himself into the car.


    All Alan could think was that if it was a terrorist attack they still had time to throw a bomb, that Rose was still in danger. The car shrieked away from the curb, hitting the mirror of a parked van.


    Two men were down.


    Alan stumbled forward, his left leg striking oddly on the street. As he came to the corner, he saw that the whole front of the caf had been shattered by bullets, and he threw himself forward into the caf. He bellowed, Rose!


    Two young men were bent over a body. Alan leaned past them, saw that the body was a mans, and realized that he was still holding the gun. He shoved it in his waistband and went to the second body, clearly a corpse and with a pool of blue-black blood all around it. An older woman. Not Rose. Three other victims were on their feet, one staring at a bloody arm; a woman screamed and screamed; somebody slumped to the floor, his back tracing a red smear down the wall. He smelled gunpowder, blood, excrement.


    Then his senses began to return from the overload of the shooting, and he heard the hooting of police sirens and more screaming.


    Alan Craik? A womans voice behind him.


    Rose? He turned and saw a woman who was definitely not Rose, a tall blond woman with a straight nose and Asiatic cheekbones.


    You are Alan Craik, I think.


    His leg was numb, and he looked down. The heel and sole of his left shoe had been shot away. He sat heavily on the floor, in a litter of broken glass. Reaction, fatigue. The sirens got closer. His foot had been cut by glass, otherwise was untouched, but his whole lower leg was numb. He focused on the woman in front of him. She looked like a wild animal caught between a need for food and a need to flee. His brain seemed to have been numbed, too: Are you a friend of Roses? he said, hearing the stupidity of it.


    I told them I was your wife so you would come. Alans head snapped back to her, and his right hand moved toward the butt of the pistol in the small of his back. A trap? But the shooters are gone. What is she telling me?


    I must meet with you.


    Alan looked at her. She had neither blood nor glass on her and she looked like the cover of a glamour magazine, except for the fear in her eyes. She seemed to have no reaction to the screaming or the sirens or the blood, as affectless as a photograph, except for those eyes. He pulled himself up by grabbing a table that was puddled with coffee. His brain still seemed unable to make good sense. Who are you?


    The sirens screamed outside. Your next liberty port is Naples. Meet me there.


    Why?


    She was already moving away into the crowd in front of the caf. For the first time, she seemed at a loss. Once at the edge of the crowd, however, she stopped, now part of it, not part of the attack.


    Bonner, she called. Then she was gone.


    Bonner? He had to focus. Bonner was the name of the traitor who had got his father killed. Bonner was in a US prison. What did she mean, Bonner?


    Police poured into the ruined caf. He could make no sense of it, but his brain was clear enough now for him to know that what the woman had said had flung him back into a security investigation he had believed closed, and there was no way he could tell the Italian cops about it.

  


  


  
    2


    Newport and Utica.


    For Rose, the new life started when she closed their rented house. She had loved living there, but now she was ready to go to the life she had dreamed of and worked toward for six yearsHouston, the Space Center, astronaut training.


    Ready to go? she said to Mikey, their seven-year-old.


    Lets go!


    You ready? she said to the dog. The big tail banged against a wall.


    Welllets go!


    And without a backward glance she piled them into the 4Runner and started for her parents house in Utica, New York. The kids and the dog would be left there while she drove to Houston, then camped out in the house they had already bought there. Her children would adapt. They belonged to a happy family, except that every two or three years, one or both parents went to sea. Or into space.


    You feel abused? she said to Mikey.


    Im busy. He was playing a computer game.


    Thats what I thought.


    The dog put his head over the seat from the back and licked her hair.


    You feel abused? she said.


    The dog wiggled all over.


    Thats what I thought.


    The trip was long, and Mikey got cranky, then slept; the baby howled; the dog threw himself on the floor and panted and gasped and whimpered. On and on, through Massachusetts and into New York, stopping to buy junk food and to piss and to walk the dog, then west along the Thruway and at last, as it was getting dark, to the little house in the Italian streets where she had grown up. Mikey, awake again, was eager.


    The first thing your grandmother will say is, Youre later than you said.


    Grampa will tell her to shut up.


    Kids hear a lot.


    Youre late, her mother said. You said seven oclock. They kissed. Dinners ruint, her mother said.


    Hows my girl? her father shouted, embracing her. He was a small man, wiry even in old age, a fair singer and a great ballroom dancer. Shut up, Marie, she drove all this way, she done great. He began to sing, Rosie, she is my posy


    Im starved, Ma, she told her mother. Just starved. She wasnt, but she knew her mother wanted to feed her. Singing, her father took her in his arms and began to dance her around the driveway. Rosie, she is my joy


    Rose winked at her father, and they went into the house with their arms around each others waist, Mikey holding his mothers hand. It was only after another ten minutes of shouting and trading news that her mother said, Oh, your father forgot, you got a phone call! Its his business to tell you, I guess, but he forgot. She drew herself up. Not bad news, I hope.


    Nah, nah, Jesus H. Christ, Marie! Give her a break, she just drove three hundred miles! He turned to Rose.


    Its some goddam military Mickey Mouse, Id of told you tomorrow. Probably you didnt dot the i on an exam paper.


    She better call, her mother said.


    Call tomorrow. Tonights for fun!


    Id of had her call the moment she got here.


    Goddamit, Marie


    Rose was laughing at them, because nothing bad could happen and she knew her father was right; it was some Mickey-Mouse nothing. Still, she knew her mother wouldnt let it go until she called, so she asked where the number was and her father said by the phone. As soon as she saw the number, she knew it was her detailers, and her confidence that nothing bad could happen gave a little hiccup. There was a second number, as well, with home written next to it in her fathers precise writing.


    Her confidence stumbled. Why did he want her to call at home? Or was that simply something that her father, a thorough man who had been a machinist and always worried about details, had asked for?


    There was no privacy in that house. Even her father believed that if you needed privacy, youd done something bad. She walked out to her car and got her cellphone from a box of office stuff that shed shoved in the back, and she dialed the detailers home number from there, leaning her buttocks against the back end of the car and looking up and down the twilit, familiar street.


    Anders, the male voice said.


    Hi, uh,this is Lieutenant-Commander Siciliano. You called me? Letting her voice go up in that crappy, little-girl way that women affected now. Christ, what was wrong with her? Something wrong? she said, not able to keep from saying it, not even able now to keep the anxiety out of her voice.


    Oh, yeah. He sounded as if she had ruined his evening. Thanks for calling. She could hear papers moving, an insect sound. He had her file next to the phone! Your orders have been changed.


    It made no sense to her. Then it made only trivial sensethe reporting date had been changed, or the time. Or she should go to a different office. But a warning voice was murmuring, Just like Alan, just like Alan


    Your orders have been changed from Houston, he said. He was going slowly, but she said, her voice steely now, Give it to me.


    The Houston orders were changed, I dont have the reason herenow dont shoot the messenger, okay, Commander


    Cut the crap. What are you trying to tell me?


    She heard a sigh, then words spoken to somebody on his end, something like Ill be there in a minute. Then he said, The orders to the space program have been canceled. You have a new set of orders to a command in West Virginia. The, uhInter-Service Word Processing Training Center. As XO. Look, I had nothing to do with this; I just got a priority message


    She stopped listening.


    Her life stopped.


    She wasnt going to astronaut training.


    But why?


    They had loved her in Houston. Her fitreps were great. Her physicals were perfectthe doctors own word, perfect, Youre a perfect type for space. She was perfect for space from the Navys PR viewpoint, toocombat experience, a mother, attractive.


    The detailer was asking her a question. Faxdid she have a fax?


    No. No, they dont have a fax here. Her voice surprised her with its steadiness.


    Well, get a fax number there someplace so I can send you the orders. The reporting dates been put back, so youve got a couple of weeks to, you know, adjust things.


    Adjust things? That did it!


    Like my household goods, which are all on the way to Houston? She was angry nowher one great failing. Was that it, theyd washed her out because she got angry? I just bought a fucking house in Houston, and my household goods are going there, and Ive got two kids and a dog and nowhere to live!


    Look, Im sorry, Im sorry, this isnt my doing!


    Well, who the fucks doing is it?


    I dont know. This came from CNOs office.


    What the hell did the Chief of Naval Operations care about her astronaut training? Jesus Christ! Just like Alan, and they didnt explain to him, either


    This isnt fair. I want to appeal. This isnt the way the Navy does things! Goddamit, Ive followed the rules; I believe in the system; they cant justjustTheyve ruined my fucking career!


    He spent a minute or two talking her down, and the anger ebbed, turned into that steely calm again. Her mind was racing on, however, leapfrogging over anger and fear and hatred of the Navy, already seeking explanations, because there had to be an explanation, and when she found what it was, blood was going to flow.


    Okay, she said. Dont jerk me around. I want answers.


    Absolutely. He wasnt a bad guy. He knew that something, somebody, had decided to destroy her.


    She turned the phone off, then back on, and tried to call Alan at the BOQ at Aviano, but he wasnt there. Already on his way to Trieste, she thought, kicking ass as he went. Just as wellhe had enough problems already.


    She put the phone away and slammed the tailgate and stood there. It was so dark now that she hardly noticed her father at the corner of the car. How long had he been there?


    Rosiewhatre they trying to do to you? Ill kill em, no kidding.


    She laughed. Oh, Dad Then she threw herself on him and wept.


    Suburban Washington.


    The corridors of the hospice smelled of potpourri and soap, with the scents of the dying only vagrant hints, an occasional whiff of antiseptic or bleach. The bowels loosen before death, but the system that transported air through the building was brilliant and powerful, and the grosser reminders were sucked away. It was an expensive place.


    Heartbreak Hotel, he thought. He was even humming it to himself, not the Elvis version but Willie Nelsons: I get so lonely, baby/ I get so lonely I could die.


    Heartbreak Hotel with a dedicated staff. George Shreed was a tough man, utterly unsentimental, but he knew when he had fallen among saints. If what they gave her was not love, it was such a counterfeit of love that it was, he thought, worth any price.


    Shreed used two metal canes to walk. He heaved himself along on powerful shoulders and arms so ropy with muscles he might have been an iron-pumper. Thirty years before, he had crashed a jet in Vietnam, and he would have died there if his wingman hadnt stayed overhead, calling in the medevacs and taking AA fire and keeping the Cong off him. Now, planting his canes and pushing himself up on them and dragging his legs along, he thought grimly of that day when he thought he was going to die, and of that wingman of long agoAlan Craiks father. Now Mick Craik was dead and he was still alive, and his wife, who was ten years younger than he and whom he loved to distraction, was almost dead.


    Oh, Janey, he muttered with a sigh. There he went, saying it aloud again.


    Hi, Mister Shreed! The night nurse smiled, truly smiled, not a plastic smile but a real one. The smile slowly cooled, and she said, You may want to stay with her tonight.


    Is it? Is she?Is she going to die tonight? he meant. These people knew when death was waiting.


    You maybe just want to be there with her.


    Janey lay on sheets from her own house, wearing a nightgown she had bought at the old Woodies. The room had a real chair and a decent imitation of a Georgian chest of drawers, and one of her own paintings hung on a wall. Der Rosenkavalier was playing on her portable CDthe music she said she wanted to die to. It was on a lot.


    No tubes and no heroics, she had said. She had a morphine drip in one arm and a Heparin lock in the other; she was dying of hunger now as much as of cancer.


    She looked like a baby bird. Janey Gorman, who had been the prettiest girl at Radford College, had a beak for a nose and a scrawny neck and curled hands like claws. Shreed rested his canes against the chest of drawers and pushed the armchair over to the bedside, leaning on it for support, and he took one of her hands, and her eyelids fluttered and for a moment there was a sliver of reflection between the still-long lashes.


    Janey, its George. He kissed her, feeling the waxy, faintly warm skin, then squeezed her tiny, bony hand. Here again. The unsentimental man felt constriction in his throat, heat in his eyes. Janey? Der Rosenkavalier swelled up, that incredible final duet. Once, she had played it as they had made love, whispering Wait and Wait, and then as it rose toward its final too-sweet fulfillment, she had laughed aloud as they all reached it together. He listened now, let the music die, let silence come.


    Janey, I have to tell you something. He could see a pulse beating in the skinny neck, nothing more. Beforeyou know. He stroked her hand. I want to tell you something about myself. You never knew all about me. You didnt want to; we agreed on that right at the beginning. But its notnot what I did for a living. The word living stuck a little in his throat, in that place. And, anyway, he hadnt done it for a living; hed done it for a passion. Janeylisten. Janey, a couple of years ago, you came into my study and you saw that there was He sighed. Some pornography on my computer screen. You turned around and walked out and we never talked about it. Her cancer hadnt been identified then, but aging had made sex difficult for her despite the hormones that helped to kill her, so sex was not an easy subject between them. You see, the truth, Janey, was worse than what you thought. And He sat.


    I want you to forgive me, Janey. Not for the pornthat was nothingbut for what I was really doing. I was sending classified information to a Chinese case officer. We used pornographic photos to embed the data in so we could send it over the Internet. He sighed. Im a Chinese agent. He waited. There was only the hum of the air-conditioning.


    I had a reason, JaneyI have a reason, Im not just some goddam two-bit traitor! I havemy own goal.


    He put her hand down on the flowered sheet and sat back.


    Remember the first tour in Jakarta? I was running agents against the Chinese mostly. I had a guy I called Bali, he was Straits Chinese, he was one of those footboxers. Tough. I found he was a double; he was being run from the Chinese interest office, so I played him for a year until I got a line on his control and I busted him. It was one of those macho things to doguy who walks on two canes muscles a Chinese case officer, pretty stupid now that I think of it, but at the time I was a high flier, remember?


    I picked up his control in the apartment of one of Sukarnos buddies. He had the place wired like a concert hall. So I scoped it out and had a techie blank the mikes and play dead sound, and I went in and told him he was going to work for Uncle or he was going to be one dead Chink when Sukarnos buddy came home.


    He looked at her. Was there something like a smile? Remember Jakarta? The first time? Fantastic fucking. We were young. Her eyelids trembled.


    Shreed sighed. SoThe guys name was Chen. Bao ChenZhen, wed say now. I was going to recruit Chen, and he recruited me. Not the way you think, though. He made me a deal. Wed trade. Id give him stuff, hed give me stuff. We were on the same level in our agencies; wed help each other up the ladder. Wed both know the stuff wasnt first-class, not the stuff that would really hurt, so we wouldnt be traitors. More like scratching each others back.


    Shreed made a facemouth opened in a snarl, tongue pressed first against the inside of an upper molar, then against the teeth in front, like a chimpanzee. His head went back and he breathed in and out. I knew when he made the offer that it was really why Id busted himso hed recruit me. You see, I didnt care about going up the ladder that much. What I cared about was becoming a Chinese agent! Because I knew that the Chinese were my real enemiesthe fucking Soviets were on the ropes, I knew it even back thenand I knew that if they made me an agent and trusted me, I could fuck them good! He closed his eyes, then popped them open. It disgusted me then. It disgusts me now. But I had to do it. Do you see? Do you see, Janey?

    



    Rain was falling on the streets outside the hospice. The night was warm; few people were out, yet one man had walked by the building three times. He had a dog with him, perhaps the reason for his walking, but the dog, a long-haired mutt, was miserable and was being dragged on its leash now. Still, the man walked.


    He was Ray Suter, George Shreeds assistant. He was not there out of concern for his boss or his bosss wife. He was there to listen to the monologue being radioed to him from a microphone hidden in Jane Shreeds room. What he was hearing so excited him that he had forgotten the dog, and, hands plunged deep in raincoat pockets, he was striding along with the leash looped over a wrist and the dog trying to keep up on its short legs. The dog had given up sniffing bushes and posts and was simply trying to survive.


    Suter was stunned by what he heard. All he had wanted was something on his bossthe words he had used in getting somebody to plant the bug. What he had expected was something ordinary, perhaps sordid but not monumentala confession to his dying wife of a woman on the side, or maybe office gossip, inner resentments of people above him, or ways he had screwed other people in the Agency. Something you could turn to good account when you wanted more power for yourself, more money, a leg up.


    And now this. Suter was in a kind of shockoblivious to the dog, the rain. The man was talking about treason.


    From time to time, Suter pressed his right ear. He had a hearing-aid-sized speaker there; the sound varied as he walked by the building and was sometimes so faint he lost it. At last, when there was no sound at all, he hurried away to the next street, where a closed van with a neighborhood parking permit stood among the bumper-to-bumper cars.


    Ive lost him! he snapped to the man who huddled in the back. A rich odor of pizza, doughnuts, coffee, and flatulence filled the van.


    It comes and goes. The man was sitting in the dark with a cassette recorder and a couple of serious-looking electronic boxes. Suter could hardly see him in there, and he wanted to see him right then because he was thinking, Hes heard everything Ive heard. The full impact of that made it hard for him to speak, and he had to draw a deep breath to say, He just fades away sometimes.


    Whatd I just say?


    Goddamit, this is important! Shreeds spilling his guts! Move the van closer.


    No way. I tole you, theres no place over there the cops wont notice me. Here, Im golden.


    I want you to move the van. He didnt really care about the van; what he cared about was that suddenly he feared and therefore hated this man, this on-the-cheap private detective.


    You want me to get the goods on your boss. Well, thats what Im doing. Djou feed that dog?


    Suter glanced at the cassette recorder. He had wanted a tape so that if there was something good, he could lay it on Shreeds desk if he had to, even play it for him. Now, the tape was like a bomb. Youre making only the one tape, right?


    I promised my neighbor Id feed the dog at eight. Gimme the can-opener.


    I said, youre making only one tape! Right?


    Whatd I just say? I promised to feed the fucking dog, now gimme the can-opener. Its right under your ass.


    Suter had left the drivers-side door open, and the dog was sitting on the pavement in the rain. When it heard the can-opener start to operate on the can, it wagged its tail and then vaulted into the back seat, using Suter as a platform. He took a swipe at it with a hand and disentangled his wrist from the leash.


    Keep the fucking dog! Nobodys out there, anyway. We never should have brought it.


    So whose idea was it? Get me a dog for cover, you said. Looka her eat! Shes fucking starved.


    Tony, I dont want a word of this getting out of that mouth of yours. You understand me?


    Whatd I tell you when we joined up? I hear, I dont listen. Absolute confidentiality is my stock in trade. Looka that doggie eat.


    Suter looked into the darkness at the sound of the dogs slurping. If any of this gets out, youre dead. The word boomed in Suters mind like a low-pitched bell: dead, dead, dead


    Whatd I just say? In the dark, the other man patted the dog. Whatd you do, try to drown her? Shes fucking soaked! My fucking neighborll have a cow, I bring her back like this. Youre a cruel guy, you know that, Suter?


    Suter lit a cigarette, inhaled, sighed. Yeah, I know that. Make sure you know it, too.


    The car was silent. The smell of wet dog and cigarette smoke joined the other smells. After several minutes, Tony said, Your bosss talking again.


    Christ! Suter was out in the rain within seconds, pushing at his right ear and splashing away through the puddles. The bell kept tolling: dead, dead, dead


    Trieste.


    As soon as he drew a gun, I tackled the man in front of me and brought him down. Then I began to fire at the ones shooting into the front of the caf. They returned fire and killed the man I had tackled.


    You had a gun, Commander? The Italian cop smelled strongly of cologne and leaned forward across the desk every time he spoke. Alan couldnt decide whether it was a very polite interrogation or a very thorough witness examination.


    No, signore, I did not have a gun. I took it from the man who was standing in front of me.


    You are a commando? A specialist?


    Alan was now going over this ground for the third time. I took him by surprise.


    You overpowered one terrorist, took his gun, and shot a second.


    Yes.


    The cop watched Alan with a kindly look of disbelief. Another investigator entered the room, a razor-thin man in a very nice suit.


    Why were you there at all, Commander?


    I wanted a cup of coffee. The name, Bonner, and all its implications hung before him. He wasnt ready to give them the woman yet. Signori, may I remind you that Im an officer in the US Navy, and that under international agreements I have the right to representation by my service, and to have them informed? Am I a suspect in this? He wanted to say as well that his foot hurt like hell, but he didnt think theyd be sympathetic.


    It would be easier for all of us if you would simply aid our investigation, Commander. Are you uncomfortable?


    I have a detachment to command.


    You shot two men in our city, Commander. That causes us huge concern. You understand that since the recent unfortunate incident with the US plane and the cable car, Italians are very touchy about Americans killing people in Italy.


    Alan spread his hands in an engaging, almost Italian way, as if to say, What can I do?


    I do understand that, but I also understand that youre keeping me without a charge, and I would like my command to be notified. I have cooperated. And I didnt kill both of them. I shot one. The other was shot by his own people. And they werent Italians, they were Serbs.


    Italy is not at war with the Serbs, Commander. He put an index finger, pointed upward, beside his temple, as if he was signaling an idea. I wonder if you did not come to Italy to execute these men. He raised his eyebrows: Good idea? Getting no response, he looked for the fifth or tenth time at Alans passport. You landed in Aviano just seven hours ago.


    Alan was unsure whether to react with anger or to continue to respond politely. Hed tried both for two hours, and he didnt seem to be getting anywhere. He started again.


    I tackled the man I had noticed in front of me as soon as he drew a gun


    Suburban Washington.


    Shreed had been to the toilet and had splashed cold water on his face. He hated that face, most of all nowa whipped look, hangdog, drained from the effort of telling her. Janey. She gave no response. Maybe it was his own forgiveness he wanted, as much as hers. So, Janey, there was this guy Chen. In Jakarta.


    No response.


    Jakarta. So we worked out a comm plan, all that old Cold War junk. Then I came back here for a tour and I got into computers. Bad days here, you rememberthe Agency was in the doghouse, everybody pulled in like a flock of turtles. You called me Captain COBOL. Remember? He smiled, used both hands to pull one leg over the knee of the other.


    In those days, you actually did your own programming. And I was good. Real good. They were making the first stabs at a net; they didnt even call it the Internet then, just a net, and I hacked my way into a big mainframe at Cal Tech and staked out some space for myself in the source code. Once I did that, I knew what was possible, and I waited for the Chinese to get good enough for me to use what I knew. I waited and then piggy-backed on a couple of Chinese students who were sending computer stuff back on audio tapes, rode their data, and there I wasI had a way in, into China. The trouble was, computers were too new. So what I was, I was like a mold-spore that can exist for twenty years in the desert. I had to wait.


    Chen and I were exchanging stuff the old way, dead-drops and that crap, both moving up. It took ten yearsthen, finally, everybody had a PC. At last, it was my world. So I laid it out for the Ops guyswhat we could do to the Chinks with computers, what now wed call information warfare.


    Would you believe nobody in Ops cared, even then? The fact is they were scared shitlessa lot of fake Brit preppies who would do anything to protect the heritage of God and capitalism, and so lets send in some poor lower-class, preferably foreign asset to do our dying for us, but please, no high technology! HUMINT forever! He wiped his hand over his bristly hair. Stupid shitheads, he muttered. After a minute or two, he got up and dragged himself to the window. It was raining hard, and there was only a single figure out there, somebody walking slowly in the downpour. There was something terrible about the loneliness of that figure, he thought. He shook himself as if it had been he standing in the rain.


    So Im a traitor for a purpose, Janey, he said. There, hed said ittraitor. Im a traitor with a cause. He continued to stare into the rain. The walking figure was gone.


    Id have given them what I had, if theyd listened. Id have risked even prison, if theyd listened. But they made me go it alone. They made me be a traitor.


    He looked to her for affirmation then, but she was still.


    So I went it alone. I programmed a poison pill, a worm, to fetch something from Chinese military intel. A kind of virus, but one likewhat the hell is it? shingles? the one that sits in your spine for twenty years and then pops outone that would sit tight until I told it to act. Then every time the Chinks upgraded, they took me with the upgrade. Id go in and tinker a little, snoop around, see how much better they were getting at firewalls and passwords and encryption, and it got to the point where I knew I was going to have to do something or theyd either catch me or theyd wall me out.


    And then Chen lowered the boom on me. Nineteen ninety-four. Turned out Id been suckered. Now he was going to get serious, and if I didnt play along, hed turn me in to the Agency. Shreed sighed, made a sound that was something like a laughshort, barking gags of sound. I thought I was playing him and hed been playing me. Wed been doing a circle jerk for twenty years, and it was all a fake to land me. Now, the Chinks wanted good stuffhard stuff.


    They had a website that flacked pornography. That was the comm link; we encrypted data and reduced it to one pixel and buried it in the middle of a porn image. That was what I was doing that night you caught me. I was sending them the data on a classified project called Peacemaker, and when you came in, I got rattled and I sent the last batch in clear. You scared me, baby. I felt like a kid caught jacking off. Shreed massaged the bridge of his nose, sighed again. Not your fault. Mine. But He gave the laughing sound again.


    Chens really been bleeding me. Chens an insatiable prick; Im going to have toIve got to end it. Ive got to wind up my Chinese connection. You see? Janey?


    He put his hand on hers again, felt the skin cooler but not cold.


    Oh, baby, the things Ive had to do! And the things I have to do yet!


    He got up, grabbed his canes, swung himself around the room; the movements were restless, angry, the prowlings of something in a cage. Still, his voice was tender when he said, Maybe its better you wont be here.


    He pulled himself to the window again, then away to her side, across to a corner, back.


    This is how it goes. The Chinks military intel is the banker for the Party and for the bigwigs who are skimming the cream and sending the money offshore for themselves. Intel also has most of its own secret money offshore; its what they use all over the world for spying, subversionyou know. Its a lot of money. A lot of money. So what Im going to do is, on a given day, and it has to be soon, Im going to activate my virus, and its going to send little gobblerslike PacMansand theyre going to gobble up all the offshore accounts and all the data about the accounts, every scrap, and put it somewhere else. And the Chinks wont know where. And there theyll be, sitting with their thumb up their ass, with no money for ops, and no Party money, and no money for the bigwigs who will want to know how and why, and who will be trying to take revenge on anybody who stands in the way of their cash, and its going to be a bloodbath!


    He grinned. For about twelve hours, and thats all I need. Because the Chinks are going to be between a rock and a hard place during those twelve hours, and they wont know whether to shit or go blind. India is going to be hollering at them from one side, and were going to be hollering from another, and Pakistan is going to be begging them to send help, and they wont be able to do a thing! Theyll be paralyzed.


    And then theyll try to recover the only way they know, which is by strutting around the world, pretending to be a superpower instead of the worlds shoemaker. And theyll push some military provocation to make somebody elseIndia, lets sayback down, and itll all be bullshit! Because China is a paper tigera hundred goddam nukes, and so far not a missile that they could lob a wad of toilet paper three thousand miles with! An army of goddam peasants, and technology theyve had to steal! You know who says the Chinese are a superpower? The same assholes who said that Russia was a superpower!


    Well, Im going to show what they really are. Their money is going to go down a rathole, and theyre going to panic, and then theyre going to the brinkand theyre going to find that theyre eyeball-to-eyeball with us, and theyre going to back down, because they dont have the muscle!


    SoI had a reason, do you see, Janey? I always had a reason. Youre the moralist in the family; youre the one who used to argue the difference between ends and means, so you judge what Ive done. Judge me. And then forgive me.


    He came to rest at the foot of the bed, his posture appealing to her, begging her. And for a moment, he thought what he saw in return was an illusiona living woman, eyes open, the faintest of smilesand then he knew it was not. It was quite real, even to the smears of pale color on her cheeks.


    Janey!


    She might have said something; her lips parted. But it was her eyes that spoke, sliding aside to look at the CD player. Then back at him. The eyes of a girl, hip and wise.


    He got it. Der Rosenkavalier. He pushed the Repeat button. A few notes, and Schwarzkopfs voice climbed out of the box and filled the room. It was loud, too loud for him to talk. Seeing her eyes, he couldnt turn the volume down. He could only sit with her, listening.


    He sat beside her, and her eyes closed. The music, lush as cream, swirled.


    He touched her hand. It was wax. The music spiraled up, the duet, the two sopranos, glory. Then silence.


    Janey? Now he felt his own desire again, his own urgency. Forgive me!


    But the bird had flown.

    



    Outside the hospice, Suter leaned his back against a tree. Music he didnt know played its tinny noise in his earphone, but he was oblivious to it. A lot of money. Suter tried to light a cigarette, but his hands were trembling and he had to give it up.


    A lot of money. What was a lot of money? A billion? Even two billion?


    A lot of money, and Tony knows about it. What would he do with Tony? The man could say that discretion was his stock-in-trade, but Suter knew that discretion, integrity, all that was bullshit when big money came around.


    It frightened him and at the same time dazzled him. What could he do with a billion dollars? What could he not do?


    He had come out here to get something on his boss. To get a little leverage. Now, Shreed hardly mattered. Now there was money. He tried again with the lighter, and it gave a flame and he was able to hold the cigarette in it just long enough to get it alight. He drew in a gulp of smoke, coughed, and, bent over, began to hyperventilate.


    He knew that the only way he could deal with Tony was if Tony was dead.

  


  




End of sample
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