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A Sneak Peek at Strong at the Break


Prologue

“HOUSTON, THIS IS ADVENTURER.”

“Come in, Adventurer.”

Astronaut Marjorie Rait tightened her grip on the joysticks that controlled the space shuttle’s mechanical robot arm. “Ready to begin satellite retrieval procedures again.”

“Roger, Marge. Here’s to sticky fingers.”

Rait smiled and pushed the right-hand joystick up and to the right, eyes locked on a small television monitor above her; its image was also broadcasted back to the Johnson Space Center in Houston. This was the fourth time she had attempted to use the robot arm to bring in the rogue communications satellite for minor repairs; the previous three having failed due to a combination of mechanical breakdown and bad luck. Rait pressed her lips together as she watched her efforts on the screen—the steel arm extended slowly toward the satellite. Since the tragic loss of Challenger, failure had become a nonexistent term in the NASA vocabulary. Too many people were watching, waiting for something else to go wrong. Adventurer had been constructed with precisely that in mind, and its previous two missions had come off without a hitch.

The robot arm was in line with the satellite now. Rait cursed the sweat forming on her brow.

“Looking good, Marge,” came the voice of the Capsule Communicator, better known as Cap-Com.

“Just a little farther,” noted astronaut Gordon Caswell from his post in the shuttle’s open cargo bay. The plan was for the robot arm to deliver the satellite down into it so he could effect repairs. “Easy does it.”

Marjorie Rait manipulated the left-hand joystick to maneuver the arm’s huge pincers, easing them forward. She squeezed her fingers together gently. The pincers closed over the satellite’s lower left pod.

“I’ve got it!” she said.

“Bring her down slow, Marge,” advised the Cap-Com, following the arm’s descent toward the cargo bay on the main Houston television monitor.

“Houston, this is Caswell. Think you boys’ll ever be able to build one of those arms small enough to give a horny astronaut a hand job?”

“Oh, Christ,” came the muffled voice of mission commander Nathan Jamrock in Houston, as he reached into his pocket for a fresh package of Rolaids.

“We’re on an open line here, Gordon,” warned the Cap-Com.

“Musta slipped my mind,” said Caswell.

The satellite was right over him now, coming down directly in line with its slot in the repair bay. Marjorie Rait followed its progress on the monitor, drawing the right-hand joystick straight back now. At 180 miles above Earth’s surface, there would be no comforting sound of metal clicking against metal, not even an echo from the cargo bay to tell her she had been successful. She kept easing the joystick back.

“Bingo,” said Caswell, and Rait allowed herself two deep breaths as her grip loosened on the joystick. Her eyes stayed locked on the monitor, which now pictured Caswell coolly fastening the satellite down so he could begin repairs.

Marge didn’t see the red light flashing on the warning panel directly above her.

“Houston, this is Caswell. I’ve got my toolbox out. Looks like you guys forgot to pack a Phillips head screwdriver.”

“Guess you’ll have to improvise, Gordon.”

“That’s a roger.”

The television monitor now showed Caswell working on the lower right portion of the damaged satellite with what looked like an ordinary socket wrench. After a few seconds he returned this tool to his box and extracted another. All the tools snapped snugly into slots tailored specifically for them to prevent them from rising into the zero gravity of space. The box itself was magnetically sealed to the bay floor and could be moved about in a variety of directions thanks to rollers. Caswell’s motions looked slow and drawn out, due not only to the absence of gravity but also to the need to be precise to the millimeter.

In the cockpit a repeating beep found the ears of Marjorie Rait.

“Oh, my God,” she muttered, looking up finally at the red light flashing on her upper warning panel. “Houston, this is Rait. Sensors have picked something up. Repeat, sensors have picked something up.”

In Houston dozens of technicians turned to panels which were large, virtual replicas of those inside Adventurer. Some of them had been on duty for Challenger, and their boards, albeit less sophisticated, had provided no warning then either.

“Marge,” came the Cap-Com’s calm voice, “we show nothing down here. Probably equipment malfunction. Check your circuits.”

“Negative,” Marge shot back. “Circuits all operative. Something’s coming at us from behind, in line with our orbit.”

Rait felt the icy grip of panic through her space suit. Why didn’t the instruments in Houston show what hers did?

Another warning chime went off on her instrument panel.

“Object closing, Houston. Repeat, object closing!”

“We still read nothing, Adventurer.”

“What the hell’s going on?” Caswell asked, a wrench slipping from his hand and sliding into space. “You guys are starting to make me nervous.”

The voice of mission commander Nathan Jamrock found his ears. “Gordon, look around you. Is there anything out there, an asteroid chunk, a wandering satellite, anything?”

“Nothing out here but us spacemen. All I see is black and—Hey, wait a minute. There is something coming in from the rear. Still a ways off but definitely closing.”

“Can you tell what it is?”

“Negative, Houston. All I caught was what seemed to be a reflector, maybe something blinking. … There it is again.”

“Metallic?”

“Must be.”

There was a brief pause and then Nathan Jamrock’s voice returned. “Gordon, can you reach the television camera?”

“Affirmative.”

“Then raise it in line with whatever’s out there. Let us have a look at it.”

“That’s a roger.”

Jamrock stripped the headset from around his ears and turned to his executive assistant. “Signal a red alert.”

An instant later an alarm began wailing throughout mission control. Personnel rushed to different stations. Satellite tracking procedures were activated all over the world. NORAD, the air defense command in Colorado, was put on line and would now be monitoring all subsequent communications. A call was made to the President. Jamrock chewed another Rolaid.

One hundred eighty miles above Jamrock, Gordon Caswell shuffled toward the television camera mounted at the front of the bay. He had been an all-American running back in college, but speed meant nothing in space. Covering ten yards felt like a thousand, and the harder Caswell pushed, the slower he seemed to move.

In the cockpit Marjorie Rait followed Caswell’s agonizingly deliberate walk as she pressed buttons to ready Adventurer for emergency maneuvers. She had begun to strap herself into the pilot’s seat when the monitor showed Caswell stop in his tracks. She had been an astronaut long enough to know there were no sounds in space. Which made it all the stranger that it seemed to be a sound that made him turn. And then gasp.

“Oh my Christ …”

“Adventurer, this is Houston Cap-Com. What do you see? Repeat, what do you see?” Mission control at the Johnson Space Center had turned silent as a tomb.

Caswell watched the thing in the black air unfold before him as it drew closer.

“Damn, it’s going to attack,” he muttered.

“Adventurer, did you say ‘attack’?”

“It’s coming closer now. I can see that—”

The transmission became garbled.

“You’re breaking up, Adventurer.”

“Goddamn … closing … bigger than …”

“The television camera,” said Jamrock, headset back on, “adjust it so we can see, Gordon. Do you copy?”

“Affirma—”

For an instant the television monitors in mission control were filled with Caswell’s gloved hand reaching toward the lens to aim it at whatever was approaching the shuttle.

“Adjustment complete,” Jamrock made out through the static.

Caswell’s hand moved away. Mission control personnel held a collective breath, then released it.

Because the transmission fizzled, broke up, scrambled.

“Get back inside the shuttle!” Jamrock ordered. “Marge, fire the main engines. Marge, do you read me? Marge, this is Houston, do you read me?”

Static.

“Adventurer, this is Houston, please come in.”

“You’re … garbled,” responded Rait finally, voice ruffled and weak. “Systems blowing, shorting out. Mayday! MAY—”

More static.

“Adventurer, this is Houston, do you copy?” from the Cap-Com this time.

Nothing.

“Adventurer, this is Houston, please acknowledge. …”

In mission control nervous glances were exchanged.

“It’s right on top of us!”

Gordon Caswell’s desperate words were the last thing mission control heard before all shuttle monitoring lights flashed red and then died out altogether. Men scrambled to press new buttons, try different switches, but their efforts had the same hopeless desperation of an operating team fighting to revive a clearly dead patient.

“Adventurer, this is Houston, can you hear us?” asked the Cap-Com one last time.

Gordon Caswell couldn’t hear a thing. He continued describing the monstrous thing that seemed ready to swallow him as its vast bulk covered the shuttle. There was a bright flash which sent bolts of heat through Caswell’s suit, and he was dimly conscious of his visor cracking, melting, exposing him to the emptiness of space. He was turning in the brightness now, seeming to float.

And then there was nothing.

In his private office Nathan Jamrock squeezed the receiver tighter to his ear. For the last ten minutes he had been filling the President in on what little NASA had been able to conclude about the fate of Adventurer. He had taken over the space shuttle program in the wake of damning hearings which had forced a total restructuring at NASA. Never in his wildest nightmares had he imagined such a report would ever be called for again. Too many precautions had been taken. He had made sure of it.

“You’re sure there’s no mistake?” the President asked.

Jamrock peeled away the foil from another package of Rolaids. “It’s on tape, sir. Caswell clearly indicated something was about to attack. What happened was no accident this time.”

“You think the press will see it that way?”

“I don’t much care at this point. We’ve got more important things to concern ourselves with.” He paused. “I recommend calling a Space-Stat alert.”

“That would be a first, Nate,” the President said hesitantly.

Jamrock raised two of the tablets toward his mouth. “Today seems to be full of them.”


Part One
Madame Rosa’s

Monday Afternoon to Wednesday Afternoon


Chapter 1

God rest ye merry, gentlemen
Let nothing you dismay

THE CAROLERS DOMINATED the corner, flanking a smiling Santa Claus, who was ringing his bell over a noticeably empty urn. Perhaps Santa’s smile had shrunk since the day had begun. Perhaps not. All that could be said for sure was that his beard was dirtier, grayer, and thinner from the children pulling at it and coming away with polyester strands.

The New York City streets were icy and slick. The storm that had battered the New England coast had spared the city its brunt, touching it only with a graze. The light snow that had been falling steadily for hours now added to the difficulties of the cars struggling to negotiate over it. With only eight shopping days left until Christmas, New Yorkers were not likely to let the weather beat them.

Oh, tidings of comfort and joy
Comfort and joy

A red Porsche snailed down the street, grinding to a stop before Santa and the carolers. The driver beeped the horn, slid down the passenger window. Santa came over and the man handed him a ten.

“Merry Christmas, sir!” said Santa.

Easton simply smiled. He was in the mood to be generous. His channels had come through with an early Christmas present. Three months of grueling, tedious, and sometimes dangerous work had paid off beautifully.

The Santa Claus thanked him again, backing away from the Porsche. Easton hit a button and the window glided back into place. The Porsche started forward again. Easton shuddered from the new cold and flipped the heater switch up a notch. He down-shifted well in advance of a red light, realizing his hand was trembling slightly over the shift knob. He had stowed the microfiche within it, and just thinking of its contents brought his breathing up a notch with the heater. The windshield began to fog. Easton swiped at it with his sleeve. The light turned green and the Porsche fishtailed through the intersection. He was almost to his destination.

The right thing, of course, would be to deliver the microfiche immediately. But his superiors would have to wait, for Easton had his therapy to consider. On the road for nearly twelve weeks, he had been forced to miss four of his sessions. He could see the brownstone now and the doorman standing before it. His stomach fluttered with anticipation. Already he felt more relaxed.

Traffic snarled and the Porsche skidded briefly before finding pavement. Snow was collecting on the windshield again and Easton switched the wipers back on. Traffic started forward in front of him, and Easton eased the Porsche to the right, sliding to the curb where the doorman stood waiting. The brownstone stood beside several others like it, an ordinary sight from the outside.

The doorman opened his door for him. “Mr. Easton, how good to see you back,” he said, signaling for a parking attendant.

Easton tipped the doorman with the usual amount, not at all uncomfortable with the use of his real name. Names meant nothing at the brownstone, professions even less. Everything was done with maximum discretion. Senators, mayors, businessmen—the brownstone was a place where they could leave their professions at the front door.

Easton watched his Porsche pull away toward the parking garage and then stepped through the door the doorman was holding for him. An impeccably attired woman was waiting inside.

“Ah, Mr. Easton, it’s been too long.”

“I’ve been traveling. Work, you understand.”

“Of course.” The woman smiled graciously. She was striking for her age, which was at least sixty. Her face showed barely a wrinkle, and her dull blond hair fell easily just below her ears. She was a walking testament to modern cosmetics and surgery. Madame Rosa had a role to play and she had to look the part. “I’ve reserved your usual room.”

“And the … subjects?” Easton asked eagerly.

Madame Rosa smiled again. “I’m sure you’ll be pleased.” She took his coat and led him toward the stairs. “Are any refreshments in order?”

“No.”

“Hashish, marijuana, cocaine?”

“Never.”

Madame Rosa scolded herself. “Ah, yes, how silly of me. Dulls the reflexes, of course. We can’t have that, can we?”

Easton just looked at her.

Madame Rosa stopped halfway up the first staircase. “Stop and see me on your way out. I’d appreciate your evaluation of our new subjects.”

Easton nodded and continued on alone. No mention had been made of price. There was simply an account to be settled at regular intervals, always in cash and never with argument. Easton reached the third floor, turned right, and entered the second room down.

The smell of sweet incense flooded his nostrils. The room was dimly lit, but Easton made out the two figures lying naked on the bed. A boy and a girl—twins. Just as he had ordered. Madame Rosa had outdone herself this time. Easton began stripping off his clothes. He was trembling, already aroused.

The girl moved from the bed and helped him with his pants, unzipping his leather boots and caressing his legs. She was thirteen or thereabouts, a dark-haired beauty with tiny mounds where her breasts would soon be. Her small nipples stood erect.

Her male twin was just as beautiful, dark hair cut not as long but smothering his ears and falling easily to his shoulders. He lay on the bed, legs spread, fondling himself, dark eyes glowing in the soft light.

Easton let himself be led by the girl onto the huge bed, careful to toss his shoulder holster to the side so it would be easily within reach. He fell backward on the sheets and settled next to the naked boy. The boy rolled on top of him, first hugging, then licking, then sliding down till his mouth neared Easton’s groin.

Easton felt the boy take him inside at the same time the girl parted his lips with hers. He groped for her thin buttocks and squeezed them to him, vaguely conscious of the boy’s head rising and falling, taking more of him in with each thrust. He wanted both of them, he wanted all of them. There was no time limit, would be no rude interruptions. They were his for as long as he wanted them. Madame Rosa’s never failed to satisfy.

Easton’s right hand wandered toward the girl’s small, hairless vagina, his left finding the boy’s long hair and caressing it as his head rose and fell … rose and fell … rose and fell. Easton felt the pleasure mounting everywhere, surging, yet he still had the sensation of something terribly wrong an instant before the door shattered inward.

At that same instant Easton’s metamorphosis back to himself was complete. He pushed the girl from him and went for his gun. But two figures had already stormed into the room with weapons blasting. The boy’s naked body absorbed the first barrage, red punctures dotting his flesh. The girl’s head exploded next to him, and Easton felt a volley of bullets pierce his abdomen as his hand closed on his pistol.

He might have lifted it from the holster had not the boy’s bloodied corpse collapsed atop him, pinning his arms. The boy’s sightless eyes locked on his, and Easton felt the bursts of pain everywhere the pleasure had been only seconds before. He was still trying for his gun, finding it just wasn’t there anymore, as his breath rushed out and all that remained was the boy’s dead stare before oblivion took him.

“I’ve already been briefed on this mess,” the President said, striding grimly into the Oval Office. “I want to know what’s being done to clean it up.”

The two men seated before his desk rose as he approached it. CIA director Barton McCall was the more nervous looking of the two. But McCall always looked that way, just as Andrew Stimson, head of the ultra-secret Gap, always appeared calm.

“New York is cooperating brilliantly,” Barton McCall reported. “Under the circumstances we couldn’t ask for more. Fortunately the woman called us first.”

The President stopped halfway into his chair. “What woman?”

“Madame Rosa,” answered McCall. “Owner of the … house where Easton was killed.”

“She knew his identity?”

“Apparently.”

“Terrific.” The President’s eyes flared toward Andrew Stimson. “Helluva ship you got running there, Andy.”

Stimson seemed unfazed by the comment. “Madame Rosa’s has enjoyed an exclusive clientele for fifteen years. Easton never told her a damn thing. She knew he was intelligence and therefore knew approximately whom to call this afternoon. She’s got a feel for such things.”

“And apparently Easton had a feel for something I don’t exactly remember seeing in his file.”

Stimson shrugged. “An agent’s private life is his own business.”

“Not when it gets him killed.”

Stimson nodded with grim acceptance. Years before, when the CIA had come under increasing scrutiny and the methods of the NSA under fire, a gap resulted between what the intelligence community needed to bring off and what it could effectively get away with. So a new organization was created to take up the slack, appropriately labeled the Gap. Stimson was its first and so far its only director.

“Just remember, sir,” he said to the President, “that the pressure men like Easton are under sometimes forces them into undesirable pastimes.”

“The mess at Madame Rosa’s can hardly be referred to as a pastime, Andy.”

“I think we’ll be surprised when we find out the identities of the customers in the other rooms at the time.”

The President cleared his throat. “The real question, gentlemen, is whether Easton’s murder was random, perhaps the result of someone else’s kinky fantasy, or whether it was carefully orchestrated.”

“Evidence seems to indicate the latter,” reported CIA chief McCall. “The men behind it were pros all the way. No one saw them go in and we’re not even sure anyone saw them go out. We got a report that two black men were seen leaving the area immediately after the murders, but even that’s sketchy. The weapons used were Mac-10s, a pair of thirty-round clips totally emptied.”

“Jesus …”

“Easton took fourteen slugs alone, the kids about the same.”

The President raised his eyebrows. “We going to have any problems from the relatives of those kids?”

McCall shook his head. “Madame Rosa was their legal guardian. She’ll take care of everything.”

The President didn’t bother pursuing the matter further. “Someone must have wanted Easton dead awfully bad. He was due in soon, wasn’t he?”

“Tonight,” answered Stimson. “That’s when the briefing was scheduled, by him I might add.”

“So he had completed his current assignment.”

“At least enough to bring it to the next level.”

“Okay, Andy, refresh my memory of what he was on to.”

“Internal subversion,” Stimson replied. “Terrorist groups, revolutionaries, that sort of thing.”

“Specifically?”

“Something big. Easton felt he was on to a group whose size and resources went way beyond anything we’ve faced before. His reports were vague, but he was closing in on the top. He believed there was a time factor involved.”

“Which this afternoon’s incident has apparently confirmed,” the President noted. “Now all we have to do is find out who was counting the minutes. Terrorists?”

“That’s the assumption,” Stimson acknowledged. “But the Gap’s dealt with plenty of terrorist groups here at home without losing agents to such brutal assassinations. Like I said before, whatever Easton uncovered was a helluva lot bigger than a run-of-the-mill bombing or hostage situation.”

“And since we have no idea what,” said the President, “I hope you gentlemen have devised a contingency plan to find the missing pieces.”

“He might have left some bit of evidence for us somewhere,” McCall suggested.

“We’re checking that possibility now,” Stimson responded. “Safe deposit and mail drops, hotel rooms, safe houses—all that sort of thing. Easton’s car, too … once we find it.”

“Find it?” said the President.

“I’m afraid it was conveniently stolen around the same time Easton was killed,” Stimson reported.

“Then the logical question is what does that leave us with? What in hell do we do?”

“Replacing Easton is our first step,” came McCall’s swift reply. “Send someone out to pick up where he left off.”

“All well and good if we knew where that was,” Stimson countered. “We haven’t got a clue, and if we did, sending a man out now would be tantamount to having him walk a greased tightrope.”

“I believe, sir,” McCall said, turning toward the President, “that my people are more than capable of picking up the pieces as soon as you authorize this as a Company operation.”

“It started with the Gap and that’s where it will end,” Stimson said staunchly.

“Stow the bullshit, gentlemen,” the President said. “I asked you here for answers, not boundary squabbles. Andy, you sound pretty adamant about keeping this within Gap jurisdiction. I assume you’ve thought out our next step.”

Stimson nodded, stealing a quick glance at his counterpart in the CIA. “What Barton said before about a replacement for Easton has to be the first priority. But there is no one present in our active files who fills the necessary criteria and who we can afford to label expendable.”

“That puts us back at square one,” muttered the President, his voice laced with frustration.

“Not exactly.” Stimson paused. “I suggest recalling someone from the inactive list.”

“Recalling who?” McCall asked suspiciously.

Stimson didn’t hesitate. “Blaine McCracken.”

“Now, hold on just a min—”

“I’ve thought this thing out.” Stimson’s voice prevailed over McCall’s. “McCracken’s not only the perfect man for the job, he’s also … expendable.”

“With good reason,” McCall snapped.

“McCracken,” said the President. “Don’t think I’ve ever heard of him.”

“Consider yourself fortunate,” McCall went on. “McCracken’s a rogue, a rebel, a deviant son of a bitch who—”

“Has always had a knack for successfully completing missions,” Stimson broke in.

“Always on his own terms and always with complications.”

“I would suggest that in this case the terms and complications are meaningless,” Stimson followed with barely a pause. “Results are all that matter.”

“At what cost?” McCall challenged. “McCrackenballs doesn’t obey orders and has proved an embarrassment to this government every time we’ve sent him into the field.”

The President leaned forward. “McCracken what?”

McCall cleared his throat.

“It’s a long story,” Stimson replied.

“We’ve got loads of time. Easton’s funeral isn’t for two days,” the President said bitingly.

“I’ll sum up the man we’re dealing with here as succinctly as I can,” Stimson continued as if he had memorized the words. “The early stages of McCracken’s career were routine enough. Two decorated tours in ’Nam with the Special Forces. Lots of medals. After the war the Company put him to use in Africa and later South America. Deep cover. McCracken’s specialty was infiltration.”

“Along with teaching schoolchildren how to make Molotov cocktails,” McCall added.

“His orders were to promote resistance against the rebels.”

“And there was hell to pay for his little escapades with the kiddies once the papers got hold of them. If we hadn’t covered our tracks in time, the whole episode would have made the Nicaraguan training manual business look like back-page news.”

“He was following orders,” Stimson reiterated.

“No, Andy, he was interpreting them in his own unique manner.” McCall shook his head as if in pain, turning toward the President. “We sent him to London to train with the SAS.”

“Buried him there, you mean,” Stimson snapped.

“But he dug himself up quite nicely, didn’t he?” McCall shot back. “There was an unfortunate episode where an Arab group nabbed a plane and threatened to shoot a passenger every minute the authorities exceeded their demands deadline. The British were convinced they were bluffing. McCracken was certain they weren’t. In the end, by the time the SAS stormed the plane, four passengers were dead.”

“Oh, Christ …”

“McCracken screamed at British officials on national television, shouted that they had no … balls.”

“His word?” the President asked.

“His exact word,” nodded McCall. “Then to reinforce his point, he went to Parliament Square and blew the balls right off Churchill’s statue with a machine gun, at least the general anatomical area under the statue’s greatcoat.”

The President looked dumbfounded.

Stimson leaned forward. “Because innocent people died at Heathrow. McCracken can’t stand civilian casualties.”

“And he’s convinced he’s the only man who can avoid them,” McCall countered. He swung back to the President. “McCracken’s a goddamn lone ranger who won’t even let Tonto play. Dismissal at his level was, of course, out of the question. So we started moving him around from one petty post to another to avoid further embarrassments. He finally settled as a cipher operator in Paris.”

“And he’s stuck it out, hasn’t he?” Stimson challenged. “Does everything he’s told to from confirming scrambled communications to sorting paper clips even though it’s probably busting him up inside.”

“An agent could do a lot worse.”

“Not an agent like McCracken. It’s a waste.”

“More a necessity, Andy. He’s brought all this on himself.”

“Fine. Then I’ll take the responsibility for lifting it off.” Stimson’s eyes found the President’s. “Sir, I would like McCracken reassigned from the Company to the Gap to take the place of Easton.”

“Out of the question!” McCall roared.

“Which,” the President began with strange evenness, “would have been my exact reaction if you told me yesterday that one of our agents was going to be gunned down at a bordello in the company of two pubescents. Andy, if you want to use McCracken to clean up this mess we’ve got, then use him. Just get it done.”

McCall’s face reddened. “Sir, I must protest—”

“The matter is closed, Barton.” The President sighed. “In the past twenty-four hours, we’ve had a deep-cover agent murdered and a space shuttle blown right out of the sky. Nathan Jamrock will probably be here tomorrow with a report indicating that little green men destroyed Adventurer and, who knows, maybe the same little green men visited Madame Rosa’s this afternoon carrying Mac-10s instead of ray guns. Wonder where they’ll strike next?”

A heavy knock came on the Oval Office door. Before the President could respond, his chief aide stepped swiftly into the room.

“Sorry to intrude, sir,” said the wiry, bespectacled man, “but we’ve just got word a jet has been seized by terrorists in Paris with over a hundred Americans on board.”

The President’s empty stare passed from McCall to Stimson, then to neither. “Well, boys, it looks like my question’s been answered.”


Chapter 2

“SO WHAT ARE THEY asking for?” Tom Daniels, chief of CIA operations in France, asked Pierre Marchaut, Sureté agent in charge of the seizure at Orly Airport.

Marchaut regarded the American patiently as he moved away from the telephone and consulted his notes. “The usual things, mon ami. Release of political prisoners being held in French jails, safe passage to the country of their choice, a message to be read over the networks this evening.”

Daniels strode abruptly to the window and looked out over the 767 in question, apart from other aircraft on one of Orly’s main runways.

“The deadline?” he asked Marchaut.

“The first batch of prisoners must be delivered here within two hours.”

“Delivered here? Great, just great. And if we refuse?”

“They will blow up the plane.” The burly Marchaut, whose face was dominated by a pair of thick black side-burns, shrugged. “Did you expect anything different? The terrorists also requested fresh meals for their hostages.”

“How compassionate …”

“My thoughts exactly.”

A thin man walked quickly into the operations room with a manila folder open in his hands. He spoke so rapidly in French that Daniels was barely able to keep up with him.

“We have just received positive identifications of the two male and one female terrorist involved. They are known professionals wanted in a combined total of seventeen countries. They have all killed before, especially the bearded leader, an Arab named Yachmar Bote. The woman has been linked to a number of brutal assassinations as well.”

“So now we know they are capable of doing everything they say,” Marchaut concluded grimly.

“If they’re caught, it means the death sentence,” said his assistant. “They have nothing to lose.”

“Wonderful,” Daniels moaned, starting for the phones. “I’d better call Washington.”

“What about the explosives?” Marchaut asked.

His assistant shrugged. “Inspection of pictures snapped through windows reveal heavy wiring and what appears to be plastique. But without visual inspection there is no way to be sure.”

“And the positions of the hijackers?”

“The bastards are clever. One is always seated among the passengers, presumably holding the trigger for the explosives.”

“Then a raid is out of the question,” Marchaut said with his eyes on Daniels, who had hesitated before lifting up the phone. “And so, I’m afraid, is acceding to their demands.”

Daniels stepped forward, closer to Marchaut. The others in the room, French police and airport officials, surrounded them in a ring.

“Then our only alternative is to play a waiting game,” the American said. “That would have been my suggestion anyway. It’s worked before and I don’t buy the explosives bit at all.”

“Yes,” Marchaut added, “once the deadline passes, the advantage shifts to us. Perhaps there is a way to use this request for food to our advantage. …”

“The hijackers won’t eat it,” came an American voice from outside the circle. “The passengers are their biggest worry, not you clowns. You know, feed the prey before you slaughter them. Keep them full and happy.”

The fifteen or so men and women gathered in the emergency operations center turned toward a tall athletic-looking man with dark hair and perfectly groomed black beard highlighted by a slight speckling of gray. His skin was tanned and rough, that of a man accustomed to the outdoors and quite comfortable in it. A bent nose and a scar running through his right eyebrow marred an otherwise ruggedly handsome face. His piercing eyes were almost black.

“Oh, no,” muttered Daniels.

“You know this man?” Marchaut asked, taken aback.

“Unfortunately.” Then, to the stranger, “McCracken, what in hell are you doing here?”

“All the movies were sold out, so I had to seek my entertainment elsewhere,” Blaine McCracken said. “I’m not disappointed. You people really know how to put on a show. Really give a guy his money’s worth.”

“Get out of here this instant!” Marchaut ordered.

“Intermission already?”

Marchaut started forward. McCracken’s eyes froze him.

“Do as he says, Blaine,” Daniels advised.

“And miss the finale? Not on your life, Tommy my boy.” He moved forward just a step. “You guys should really listen to yourselves. It’s a scream, let me tell you.”

“Who is this man?” a now uncertain Marchaut asked Daniels.

“He works in the CIA equivalent of the mail room over here.”

“Then what—”

“I’ll tell you what, Marchaut,” McCracken said abruptly, and the Frenchman reeled at mention of his name. “You assholes are talking about waiting the terrorists out, going beyond the deadline, and all you’re going to get for it is a planeload of hamburger. And in case you guys didn’t know it, there are forty seats in tourist being taken up by kids from a junior high in Fort Lee, New Jersey. Tell you what else, Marchaut, take a good look at the leader Bote’s file. He’s a walking psycho ward. He’s been trying to get himself killed in a blaze of glory for years. This is right up his alley, always was, right back to the time I met up with him in Chad.”

Confused, Marchaut swung toward Daniels. “I thought you said he worked in the … mail room.”

“I’m a man of many hats,” Blaine told him. “And the one I’ve got on right now tells me these terrorists want to blow the plane up. Allah must be running a special on martyrdom this week. Their demands can’t possibly be met. If you know that, don’t you think they do?”

Daniels stormed forward, eye to eye with McCracken. “You’re finished, Blaine. No more second chances, no more token appointments. Maybe they’ll send you home in a box.”

“Get this man out of here!” Marchaut screamed in French to a pair of uniformed policemen who grasped McCracken at the elbows.

“As long as you’re ordering boxes,” Blaine said, allowing himself to be led backward, “see if you can get a group rate, Tommy my boy. You’re gonna need plenty of them before this day is done.”

The police forced Blaine from the room and closed the door behind them. Agitated, Marchaut stepped nervously to the window, looking out over the captured 767.

“You must learn to keep your subordinates on a tighter leash, mon ami,” he said to Daniels.

“McCracken’s not just an underling,” the American replied. “He’s a damn pariah, the scourge of American intelligence.”

“Knowing your country’s methods, I am surprised this man has remained on the active list so long.”

Daniels simply shrugged. The elimination of McCracken had been discussed many times. But how could he explain to the Frenchman that no intelligence overlord wanted to be the one to approve the sanction for fear that failure would cost him his life? McCracken had many enemies, but his capacity for survival and, more, his instinct for revenge, kept them from contemplating true action.

Minutes passed in the operations center. Words were exchanged with nothing said or decided. The decision was thus made. The deadline was now only an hour away, and it would pass with none of the terrorists’ demands met.

The emergency phone linking Marchaut to various positions around the 767 beeped twice. The Frenchman picked it up.

“Oui?” His mouth dropped, face paling. “Someone’s what? No, I didn’t order it. No, I don’t want—Hold for a second.”

Marchaut dropped the receiver and moved to the window with a dozen officials right in his tracks. They all saw a man driving a front-end loader, the kind used to transport meals from airport kitchen to plane galley, behind the 767 toward its loading bay. The driver passed out of sight quickly but not before Daniels glimpsed enough of his face through a pair of binoculars.

“Oh shit,” he muttered.

McCracken took a heavy swallow of air as the loader neared the red and white jet. He had come to Orly Airport as soon as word of the seizure had reached his small office cubicle—over AM radio, not cipher. Officials had no reason to involve him in such pursuits any longer. And, in fact, Blaine had driven to Orly determined to remain merely an observer, until examination of the runway area and obvious procrastination on the part of officials involved convinced him that asses were being dragged, as usual, and that other asses were going to become chopped meat as a result.

Didn’t they understand what they were dealing with? Didn’t they realize you couldn’t keep playing with terrorists and expect to win? Not these anyway, not Bote and whatever stooges he had brought along this time.

A raid on the plane was the only chance the passengers had to survive. And since the French were too busy picking their nails, McCracken would take it upon himself to do the dirty work. A one-man operation. Much better that way. The terrorists’ request for food had provided his cover.

He might have been able to walk away from the whole episode if it weren’t so clear history was about to repeat itself and innocent lives were going to be lost again. Five years ago in London, authorities had twiddled their fingers while terrorists squeezed triggers with theirs. McCracken wasn’t about to let that happen again. His mistake in London had been to go after a statue’s balls after it was over. He should have gone after the testicles of the damned officials who couldn’t make up their minds in time. Flesh and blood would have made his point better than ceramics.

The galley door opened and Blaine backed the loader into position, then climbed on top of the bay next to the steel casing which held 150 microwave-warmed stuffed-chicken dinners. He pressed a button and the lift began to rise, stopping when it was even with the open galley door. He had started to wheel the cart inside when a hand grasped his hair and yanked him viciously backward. Blaine tumbled to the galley floor and found his eyes locked on the barrel of Bote’s machine gun. The terrorist’s wild hair and beard seemed all one piece. He was grinning malevolently.

Dinner is served, sir, Blaine wanted to say but stopped himself because being too cute would get him thrown off the plane or shot, and either way his plan would be ruined. So he just gazed up, trying to look helpless.

“Ari, search this bastard!” Bote ordered.

A dark-skinned, black-haired boy little more than sixteen loomed overhead and shoved Blaine onto his stomach. Thin hands ruffled his person up and down, satisfied finally he wasn’t carrying a gun.

“He’s clean,” the boy named Ari said, and Bote grabbed Blaine by the collar and yanked him back to his feet.

“You a cop?” Bote asked.

“Yes,” McCracken answered, because that was the way something like this would be done.

“They send you to check us out?”

“No,” Blaine replied. “They’ve already got a hundred pictures of the plane’s inside. I’m here just to fill your request for the food.”

Bote seemed impressed with McCracken’s apparent honesty. “An unfortunate assignment all the same.”

“I volunteered.”

“You know I can’t let you leave the plane.”

Blaine nodded. “I figured as much, but it would be a good gesture on your part if you released a few passengers in my place.”

Bote raised his rifle as if to strike him, features flaring. “I am not interested in gestures. In forty minutes, when your people fail to give in to our demands, I will blow up this plane and everyone in it.” A pause. “That means you, too, now, asshole.”

Blaine stood his ground. “They plan to meet your demands,” he told Bote, again because that was what the man he was pretending to be would have said.

Bote snickered and slammed him against the galley wall, a hand full of sweater tight under his chin. The terrorist was bigger than McCracken had remembered. His body stank of perspiration and his breath reeked.

“You will pay for your lies,” Bote said softly. “You will all pay for your lies. But first you are going to distribute the dinners to our nervous passengers in need of reassurance. Ari will guide you the whole way, and if you make one move that doesn’t look right, he will kill you.” Bote nodded to the boy, who nodded back.

McCracken pulled the food cart inside the jet and then, obeying Bote’s orders, latched the heavy door behind him. He maneuvered the cart forward and swung it gingerly so it was facing the rows and rows of terrified passengers, many of them children. Blaine gazed out and seemed to meet all their stares at once. With Ari holding an Uzi a yard behind the cart, he started to pull it down the right-hand aisle.

Bote remained in the front of the cabin, poised before the movie screen, which was still in position.

Blaine knew that the third terrorist, a woman, was seated somewhere among the passengers, finger ready to press a button that would trigger the explosives. He could see the wires looped across the ceiling and peeking out from the overhead baggage compartments, where the plastique must be stored. The wires strung the explosives together, but the detonator would be transistor-powered; no wires to give the female terrorist’s position away. Determining her location was the centerpiece of McCracken’s plan, though. That a second terrorist would be so close when he acted was a godsend, but nothing mattered if he could not find the woman.

Blaine stopped the cart a bit down the aisle and continued distributing the chicken dinners that had been kept warm within the heated slots. Most of the passengers weren’t hungry but took a plate anyway just to have something to do. McCracken’s eyes strayed always a row or two ahead, seeking out the eyes of all women, in search of the pair belonging to the one holding the detonator. Most of the front rows were occupied by the children from New Jersey, which gave his eyes plenty of opportunity to roam, but the high seat backs blocked him from seeing too far ahead.

In the tenth row a woman smiled and accepted the dinner gratefully. Their eyes met and Blaine felt a gnawing in his stomach. There was something wrong about her. He broke the stare and handed a tray to the man seated next to her. The man’s eyes darted sideways toward the woman, a nervous signal—inadvertent perhaps but nonetheless confirming Blaine’s suspicions. This woman had to be the one he sought.

“Hurry up,” the boy terrorist urged, poking at the steel cart with his rifle. The boy never should have let McCracken position the cart between them, of course, but in this case fortune proved more useful than design.

Blaine reached inside the cart for another tray and let his hand wander deep into the back, where he had taped the Browning pistol. It came free easily and he moved it under a tray he was already maneuvering out with his left hand. The result was to make it appear as if he were holding the tray sandwichlike, with both hands. No reason for either of the terrorists to be suspicious.

He pulled the tray from the cart and started to lower it toward a man sitting two seats away from the female terrorist on the aisle.

As the man waved off the dinner, Blaine fired the Browning twice. The woman’s head snapped back, rupturing, and showered passengers with blood and brains.

A small black transmitter slipped from her lap onto the floor.

The boy terrorist let the shock consume him for just an instant, but an instant was all it took for McCracken to turn the gun on him, the tray that had been covering it flying to the side. He placed two bullets in the young chest before the boy could squeeze the trigger of his Uzi.

He grasped it as he fell and the bullets stitched a jagged design in the jet’s ceiling. Passengers screamed, jostled, collapsed against one another.

“Stay down!” Blaine screamed, but the last part of his warning was drowned out by Bote’s machine gun.

The bullets blasted into the food cart which had become his cover, and Blaine fired a volley back high. From this angle he didn’t want to risk hitting a passenger instead of Bote.

The terrorist was still firing in a wide arc, when McCracken rose and pumped off four rounds in his general direction, his bullets digging chasms into the thick aircraft walls. Bote kept firing the machine gun behind him as he disappeared around the corner.

Another detonator, Blaine realized with a clap of fear in his stomach, he’s going for another detonator!

McCracken vaulted over the food tray and tucked into a roll to the chorus of people still screaming. He was back on his feet almost immediately, rushing down the aisle toward the galley where Bote had taken cover. A hail of machine-gun fire forced him into a dive as he neared it. The dive carried him to the front of the galley, where Bote was grasping for something in a black bag. His free hand came around with the machine gun.

Blaine fired first.

His initial shot tore into the terrorist’s chest, pitching him backward. The next two bored into his head, obliterating it in explosions of blood and bone. Bote slipped to the floor with the black detonator gripped in his hand.

Blaine was still lying prone on the floor amid the continued screams of the passengers, when a pair of the 767’s doors shattered outward and a troop of French security police tumbled in, nearly falling over themselves.

“Smoking or nonsmoking?” he asked them, rising carefully with arms in the air.

“You’re finished this time. You know that, McCracken?” Daniels shot out accusingly in the backseat of the Peugeot heading back to the American Embassy.

“No, Tommy my boy. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

Daniels shook his head. “You’re a walking embarrassment, McCracken. I thought I’d heard it all with that Parliament Square incident five years ago, but today beats everything. Now you run a rogue operation on foreign soil. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“Not off the top of my head.”

Daniels’s driver made a hard right.

“Well, you just might lose the top of your head, McCracken. This is a diplomatic disaster. Washington will have to hold your head up on a stake just to get the French to talk civil to us again.” Daniels’s stare grew incredulous. “None of this really matters to you, does it?”

“What matters to me is that none of the passengers died.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

Daniels’s emergency phone rang and he grabbed it from its rest on the back of the seat before him.

“Daniels.” A pause. His eyes found Blaine. “Yes, I’ve got him with me now … What? That wasn’t the original plan. I’m more than capable of—” Another pause. Daniels’s face reddened. His teeth ground together. “Yes, sir, I understand … Yes, sir, immediately.” He replaced the receiver and looked back at McCracken. “I’ve been ordered to send you back to Washington. Pronto. Looks like the President wants to fry your ass personally.”

“I’ll make sure he saves some grease for you, Tommy my boy. There’s plenty to go around.”


Chapter 3

FIRST THING TUESDAY morning Sandy Lister walked down a third floor corridor in the network’s New York headquarters and popped her head into the fourth doorway down.

“You ready?” she asked her assistant.

T.J. Brown nodded nervously. “The research is all finished, if that’s what you mean. But am I ready for a meeting with Shay? No way, boss.”

“Good,” said Lister. “You’ll do just fine.”

And seconds later she was hustling T.J. toward the elevator that would take them up to the fifteenth floor and the office of Stephen Shay, executive producer of the newsmagazine Overview.

Sandy had been through scenes like the one coming dozens of times before, but this one had her more nervous than usual. It was a story she really wanted, one that hadn’t come through network channels and was arguably somewhat out of her league. The network had hired her away from her previous position as anchor of a rival’s morning news program to become one of five reporters on a new television magazine slotted to compete with the flagging 60 Minutes. Overview would be more people-oriented and promised to deal with issues crucial to the American public as determined by up-to-the-minute polling. It would be fresher, more spontaneous than its counterparts. Or at least that was what the network had told Sandy and the public. Thus far four episodes had aired with another two in the can and the results had been something neither fresher nor more spontaneous than any other television newsmagazine.

The ratings, though, were at least as good as expected, especially during Sandy’s segments, mostly because the lighter, profile segments she hosted were more to the public’s liking than hard news. When you came right down to it, who wanted to hear about chemical waste anyway? Plenty of viewers had enough troubles paying the bills to make sure their toilets kept flushing, never mind worrying about someone else’s unsanitary landfill.

The fact that she wasn’t a hard journalist didn’t bother Sandy and probably never would. She took pride in her interviewing technique, glad not to be likened to the coarse, falsely intimate style of Barbara Walters or the puffy, prepackaged smiles of the Entertainment Tonight staff. On those occasions where research was required, she headed the process every step of the way, refusing to just step before the camera on call and read what someone else had written. Nor would she permit redubbing of her questions and shamelessly superficial reaction shots. The result was a far more spontaneous, unaltered interview and this as much as anything accounted for the fact that Sandy’s popularity rating was the highest of any woman in broadcasting.

Accordingly, Sandy felt a growing confidence in herself. She had no desire to expand her reach into hard journalism per se, but felt ready to take a more active role in story selection and follow-through.

Starting today.

Her contract in these areas was vague. Her meeting with Stephen Shay this morning would not be. She knew what she wanted and, more, how to present it in terms he would understand. She would ask for the one specific story she wanted most. From there everything would take care of itself.

She was aware of T.J. Brown hovering close behind her as they stepped into Shay’s private office together. Sandy nodded at the secretary, who smiled and picked up the phone immediately.

“Sandy’s here, Mr. Shay.” Then, looking at Sandy, “You can go right in.”

T.J. seemed frozen in his tracks.

“Piece of cake,” Sandy whispered. “Just picture him naked.”

“Huh?”

“I had a public speaking teacher once who said to avoid nervousness when giving an important speech, just picture your audience naked.”

That made T.J. smile as they moved toward the inner office door. “Shay naked? I’ll give it a try.”

T.J. had graduated from the Columbia School of Journalism three years before, fourth in his class and just as black as when he went in. Broadcast spots for minorities were still limited, so T.J. wallowed around for a while with newspapers and radio stations before applying for a research assistant’s position at the then infantile Overview. The five anchors had screened the over four hundred applicants personally and Sandy Lister had come away especially impressed with T.J. He was actually overqualified for the job, but nonetheless seemed eager to be considered. Hiring him became Sandy’s first completed business with her new network, a decision she had not regretted for one moment, even when T.J. urged her to go harder on her subjects and dangled plenty of research to help her do so.

She stepped into Stephen Shay’s spacious office as smoothly as she stepped into the living rooms of millions of Americans on Thursday nights.

Shay rose from behind his desk and moved away from it, grasping Sandy’s hands and kissing her lightly on the cheek.

“Perfect timing, San,” he told her. “I just got the nationals from last week. Up four share points.”

Shay was a dapper, elegant man with perfectly groomed silver hair waved over his ears and a measure of his forehead. He preferred three-piece suits to all other forms of clothing, and not one person at network headquarters could ever recall seeing him without his jacket on during business hours. His face looked as soft as a baby’s, his Lagerfeld aftershave applied in just the right quantity to last the entire day without being too strong.

“That’s great,” Sandy said honestly. “Steve, I’d like you to meet my assistant T.J. Brown.”

Shay took T.J.’s extended hand. “Thomas James, isn’t it?”

“Er, yes. But how did you know?”

“You’re in my department, son. I make it my business to know. Heard good things about you, damn good things.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me. Just keep it up.” Shay’s eyes moved back to Sandy. “Since you brought your assistant up with you, I gather you want to discuss a story.”

“On the money, Steve.”

“Coming to me direct for any special reason?”

“Do I need one?”

Shay smiled. “Not at all.” He extended his hand toward a leather couch and set of matching chairs surrounding a table, drenched with sunlight from a nearby window. “Let’s sit over here.”

A pair of phones was perched in the table’s center. Men like Shay seldom strayed far from the Touchtone.

“Coffee?” he offered when they had sat down. Sandy and T.J. both declined. “I suppose you want to get right to the point. What are you on to, Sandy?”

“Nothing earth-shattering. I’d just like to do a piece on Randall Krayman.”

“Billionaire and recluse?”

“That’s the one.”

“Tough to interview a man who hasn’t been seen in public in five years. Got an in with somebody?”

“No.”

“Any of our rivals got the story on their dockets?”

“60 Minutes started to put one together, then abandoned it.”

Shay nodded. “As I remember, we tossed a Krayman piece around here as well and rejected it, probably for the same reasons. Interviews without a subject are tough, San, even for you.”

“That’s why I brought my case direct to the fifteenth floor, Steve. I think we can put a damn good piece together on Krayman without the usual interview. Make a conceptual picture of him based on interviews with others and background material.”

Shay looked away skeptically. “That kind of story isn’t your specialty, San.”

“You mean, that kind of story isn’t why you’re paying me two million a year.”

“No,” Shay said defensively, “that’s not what I mean. One on one with a subject, you’re fantastic, the best I’ve ever seen. I don’t care how Joe or Joan Hollywood reconcile their personal life with their professional life, but you make even me care. You bring these people to life and you do it in a way that doesn’t demean you. There’s no way anyone can put a price tag on that kind of gift.”

“Don’t tell that to my agent.”

“I’m serious, San. Conceptual stories are great when they work, but they’re boring as hell when they don’t. Stick to the media, San. That’s your beat.”

“But Randall Krayman is the media,” Sandy insisted. “Just hear me out. T.J.’s been doing some research, and his findings have got me thinking Krayman falls right into my beat.”

“I’m listening,” said Shay reluctantly.

“T.J.,” Sandy cued.

Brown cleared his throat and opened the manila folder he’d been fondling since the conversation began. “I’d better start at the beginning. Krayman was born in Boothbay Harbor, Maine, in 1940. His father was a moderately successful businessman who got in on the ground floor of plastics and made a fortune during the war. It looked like he had taken the business as far as it could go when he died in 1957. On paper the company was taken over by old man Krayman’s wife, but in reality all the decisions were made and the managing done by Randall, who had just turned eighteen. Randall gave up his plans to go to college and ended up quadrupling the company’s profits in only two years, turning it into perhaps the largest plastics producer in the country. Not one to rest on his laurels, Randall Krayman invested every cent of the profits he was responsible for in millions of acres of land across Wyoming, Montana, and thereabouts. Scientists knew there was oil under it somewhere, but back then, this is fifty-nine remember, no one could envision the technology needed to bring it up.”

T.J. flipped to the next page. “Except Krayman. Within ten years his wells were spouting as much crude as the best Texas had to offer and he owned every ounce of it lock, stock, and literally barrel. He made another fortune, this one too large to even contemplate. But once again he didn’t sit still. He took all his profits and launched massive investments into a new and mysterious field, something called the integrated circuit.”

“Computers,” muttered Shay.

“The beginning of the explosion thereof,” T.J. continued. “The integrated circuit laid the foundation for the computer chip, the microchip, micro-circuitry—the whole shooting match. Krayman made another incredible fortune. Some called him the first landlord in Silicon Valley.”

“Hell of a crystal ball he must have,” Shay noted. “First plastics, then oil, then computers. You can’t do much better than that.”

“And Krayman didn’t stop there either. About ten years ago his computer researchers came up with something called the Krayman Chip, an advanced ultra-density memory chip with unheard-of storage, tailor-made for computers used to control television and radio signal switching, telephone routing, radar screens—anything that qualifies as data transmissions. And most incredibly this new chip was produced through a process so cheap that Krayman was able to undercut the entire industry.”

“Yet another fortune,” concluded Shay, his interest growing with each flip of T.J.’s notes.

“That’s what I meant about Krayman being such a great part of the media,” Sandy interjected. “People should kneel and bow twice to the Krayman Tower in Houston every time they turn their televisions on.”

“That doesn’t mean they’ll turn them on to watch a story about it,” Shay said softly.

Sandy kept her calm. “Howard Hughes’s death sent the networks scrambling to scoop each other. People ended up fascinated by him because they’re fascinated generally by power and wealth, the more immeasurable the better. Well, Krayman makes Hughes look like a business school dropout. They’ll watch. Believe me.”

Shay weakened. “Any chance of getting in to see the man himself?”

Sandy shrugged. “There’s always a chance, but I doubt it. I’ve set up an interview with Francis Dolorman for a week from today. Dolorman’s the man who’s been running Krayman Industries since his boss’s extended vacation began five years ago. If anyone can set up a meet, it’s him.”

Shay’s eyebrows flickered. He hesitated. “I can spare you for a week, San. No more. And no cameras either, just the preliminary stuff. We’ll put everything you come up with together at the next staff meeting and see if there’s a story here or not.”

“Fair enough,” said Sandy.

“You were great in there, T.J.,” Sandy said, as the elevator headed down. “Thanks.”

“Like you said, boss, nothing to it. I didn’t even have to picture him naked.” T.J.’s face grew somber. The elevator came to a halt. “Now that you’ve got the go-ahead for the story, maybe you’d like to see the rest of my research.”

“Rest of your research?”

They stepped slowly from the elevator. T.J. nodded. “Into Krayman Industries. Everything’s not kosher there, if you know what I mean.”

Sandy stiffened and walked on ahead. “Sure. How about this afternoon?”

“What’s wrong with now?”

Sandy kept walking down the corridor. T.J. hurried in front of her.

“You don’t want to hear it, do you?” he charged.

Sandy looked away.

“What happened to getting to the bottom of Krayman Industries, boss?”

“Randall Krayman, T.J. That’s the story Shay approved upstairs.”

“And that sounds like Shay talking now; his distinction, not yours.” He paused and looked at Sandy as a few people walked by. “Randall Krayman is Krayman Industries. You can’t separate one from the other.”

“You can’t interview a corporation, T.J.”

“You can’t interview Krayman either, but that’s not stopping you from doing the story. I’ve got some material for you that might help it.”

Sandy’s features tensed. “This isn’t Columbia, T.J., it’s network headquarters. Things function differently here. I want this story, but it’s got to be on Shay’s terms. You know what those terms are. He made them plain.”

T.J. nodded blankly and started to walk away.

“This afternoon,” Sandy called after him. “I’ll look at what you’ve got then.”

“Sure,” T.J. said, too soft for her to hear.

The rest of the morning dragged for Sandy. She couldn’t get the confrontation with T.J. out of her mind. Surely what he had uncovered about Krayman Industries would be laced with suppositions in desperate need of substantiation. These were distractions she plainly couldn’t afford. They would cloud the true essence of her story and make pursuit of it even harder than it promised to be already.

But who was she kidding? She didn’t want to learn what T.J. had discovered because she couldn’t stand complications. She had gotten what she wanted from Shay, so her inclination was to leave well enough alone. Her field was people and with people selectivity could be maintained. The parts of their lives that didn’t figure into the story could simply be left out. It was up to her. Years disregarded in favor of the latest love affair or big budget film. Things were simpler that way. She felt more in control, even of Randall Krayman, a man she would have to profile without meeting. That was a challenge she could handle. But dragging Krayman Industries into it? No, she didn’t need that.

Sandy was still struggling with these issues when the elevator reached the lobby. It was almost noon and she had an early luncheon appointment to keep. As usual, she couldn’t exit the building without signing countless autographs. The people came in droves, and the circle around her seemed to engulf those walking past it. Sandy signed as many as she could but tried to keep moving. How she longed for those cold winter days when, wearing hat and scarf, she could walk about unrecognized. The people wanted to talk to her, discuss whatever was on their minds. Their voices rose above one another’s, competing, some reaching the level of screams as Sandy passed through the revolving door into the bright December day.

She was still signing autographs, hands beginning to stiffen, when the man shoved his way through the crowd to reach her. Sandy was only vaguely conscious of him until he was right before her, and then she felt a tremor of fear because his hand was reaching out, probing for her with something dark between its fingers.

At that instant Sandy knew all the fear celebrities live with in public, the vulnerability of fame and all its risks. John Lennon had been shot because he wouldn’t give an autograph, a bullet for every two letters.

The man grasped her with his left hand and Sandy felt a scream forming behind her lips. But it didn’t emerge until her eyes followed the man’s hand as it slid across her white jacket, leaving a trail of blood behind.

Then he was collapsing and pulling her down, and Sandy saw he was bleeding everywhere, his overcoat open now to reveal splotches of scarlet. His voice, dry and rasping, reached her as they fell together to the sidewalk, his words barely discernible through lips pressed against her ear.

“Stop them! You’ve got to stop them!”

Sandy was screaming again, feeling the man’s dying hands clutch at her.

“No time left! No—”

The man died with a rush of breath right then, but not before pushing the thin dark object into Sandy’s pocket-book.
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