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The Red Horseman
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And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given to him a great sword.

Revelation 6:4



    The Cold War is over; the Soviet Union is no more…. In the past, we dealt with the nuclear threat from the Soviet Union through a combination of deterrence and arms control, but the new possessors of nuclear weapons may not be deterrable.

-Les Aspin,
U.S. Secretary of Defense
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1

Toad Tarkington first noticed her during the intermission after the first act. His wife, Rita Moravia, had gone to the ladies’ and he was stretching his legs, casually inspecting the audience, when he saw her. Three rows back, four seats in from the other aisle.

She was seated, talking to her male companion, gesturing lightly, now listening to what her friend had to say. Now she glanced at the program, then raised her gaze and spoke casually.

Toad Tarkington stared. In a few seconds he caught himself and turned his back.

How long had it been? Four years? No, five. But it couldn’t be her, not here. Not in Washington, D.C. Could it?

He half-turned and casually glanced at her again.

The hairstyle was different, but it’s her. He would swear to it. Great figure, eyes set wide apart above prominent cheekbones, with a voice and a touch that would excite a mummy—no man ever forgets a woman like that.

He sat and stared at the program in his hand without seeing it. He had last seen her five years ago, in Tel Aviv. And now she’s here.

Judith Farrell. No, that was only an alias. Her real name is Hannah something. Mermelstein. Hannah Mermelstein. Here!

Good God!

Suddenly he felt hot. He tugged at the knot in his tie and unfastened his collar button.

“What’s the matter? Are you catching a cold?” Rita slipped into her seat and gave him one of those looks that wives reserve for husbands whose social skills are showing signs of slackness. Before Toad could answer the house lights dimmed and the curtain opened for act two.

He couldn’t help himself. When the spotlight hit the actors, he looked left, trying to see her in the dim glow. Too many people in the way. Hannah Mermelstein, but he had promised to never tell anyone her real name. And he hadn’t.

“Is something wrong?” Rita whispered.

“Uh-uh.”

“Then why are you rubbing your leg?”

“Ah, it’s aching a little.”

That leg had two steel pins in it, and just now it seemed to Toad that he could feel both of them. The Israeli doctors inserted the pins just a day or two before he saw Judith/Hannah for the last time. She came to see him in the hospital.

Toad Tarkington didn’t want to remember. He folded his hands on his lap and tried to concentrate on the actors on the stage. Yet it came back as if it had just happened yesterday, raw and powerful—the night he made love to her, that Naples hotel lobby as the man with her gunned down a man in the elevator, the assault on the United States, the stench of the ship burning in the darkness…that F-14 flight with Jake Grafton. He found himself gripping the arms of the seat as all the emotions came flooding back.

What is she doing here?

Who has she come to kill?

“Come on,” he whispered to Rita. “I want to go home.”

“Now?” She was incredulous.

“Yes. Now.” He stood.

Rita collected her purse and rose, then preceded him toward the aisle, muttering excuses as she clambered past knees and feet. In the aisle he took her elbow as she walked toward the lobby. He glanced toward where Judith Farrell was sitting, but couldn’t spot her.

“Are you feeling okay?” Rita asked.

“I’ll explain later.”

The lobby was empty. He led Rita to the cloakroom and fished in his shirt pocket for the claim check. The girl went to fetch the umbrella. He extracted two dollars from his wallet and dropped them into the tip jar, then wiped the perspiration from his forehead with his hand. The girl returned with the umbrella and handed it across the Dutch door counter.

“Thanks.”

When he turned, Judith Farrell was standing there facing him.

“Hello, Robert.”

He tried to think of something to say. She stood looking at him, her head cocked slightly to one side. Her male companion was against the far wall, facing them.

“Rita,” she said, “I’m Elizabeth Thorn. May I speak to your husband for a few minutes?”

Rita looked at Toad with her eyebrows up. So Judith Farrell knew about his wife. It figured.

“Where?” Toad asked. His voice was hoarse.

“Your car.”

Toad cleared his throat. “I don’t think—”

“Robert, I came tonight to talk to you. I think you should hear what I have to say.”

“The CIA is open eight to five,” Toad Tarkington said, “Monday through Friday. They’re in the phone book.”

“This is important,” Judith Farrell said.

Toad cleared his throat again and considered. Rita’s face was deadpan.

“Okay.” Toad took his wife’s arm and turned toward the door. The man against the wall watched the three of them go and made no move to follow.

They walked in silence across the parking lot. The rain had stopped but there were still puddles. Toad unlocked the car doors and told Farrell, “You sit up front. Rita, hop in the backseat, please.”

Once in the car he started the engine and turned on the defroster as the women seated themselves. Then he reached over and grabbed Judith Farrell’s purse. Farrell didn’t react, but Rita started. Still, she remained silent.

No gun in the purse. That was his main concern. There was a wallet, so he opened it. Maryland driver’s license for Elizabeth Thorn, born April 17, 1960. The address was in Silver Spring. Several credit cards, some cash, and nothing else. He put the wallet back into the purse and stirred through the contents. The usual female beauty paraphernalia, a box of tissues, a tube of lipstick. He examined the lipstick tube, took the cap off, ran the colored stick in and out, then replaced the cap and dropped the tube back into the purse. He put the purse back on Farrell’s lap.

“Okay, Ms. Thorn. You have your audience.”

“I want you to give Jake Grafton a message.”

“Call the Defense Intelligence Agency and make an appointment.”

“Obviously I don’t want anyone to know that I talked to him, Robert. So I came to you. I want you to pass the message along, to him and no one else.”

Toad Tarkington looked that over and accepted it, reluctantly. Rear Admiral Grafton was the deputy director at the DIA and Toad was his aide. Both facts were widely known, public knowledge. At the office every call was logged, every visitor positively identified. Admiral Grafton lived in general officers’ quarters at the Washington Navy Yard and was guarded by the federal protective service. While it would be easy enough for a professional to slip through the protective cordon, doing so would require the admiral either to report the conversation to his superiors or violate the security regulations. Presumably this way it would be up to the admiral to decide if this conversation had to be reported, a faint distinction that didn’t seem all that clear to Toad.

“Rita and I will know.”

“You won’t tell anyone. You’re both naval officers.” That was also true. Rita was an instructor at the navy’s Test Pilot School at NAS Patuxent River. Both of them held the rank of lieutenant commander, both had top secret clearances, both had seen reams of classified material that they couldn’t even talk about to each other.

Toad turned and looked at Rita, who was staring at the back of Elizabeth Thorn’s head and frowning.

Toad Tarkington gazed out the window at the empty parked cars as he considered it. “Why tonight? When I’m out with Rita?”

“If I had walked up to you when you were alone, you would have brushed me off.”

That comment irritated him. “Pretty damn sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

Farrell didn’t reply.

Toad again glanced over his shoulder at his wife, who met his eyes. She was going to be full of questions as soon as they were alone. Now she opened her door and stepped out of the car. She walked around to the front of the vehicle where she could watch the other woman’s face.

“This better be good,” Toad said. “Let’s hear it.”

It took less than sixty seconds. Toad made her repeat it and asked several questions, none of which Elizabeth Thorn answered. From her coat pocket she took a plain white unsealed envelope, which she passed to Toad. He opened it. It contained a photo and a negative. The photo was a three-by-five snap of a middle-aged white man seated at a table, apparently at an outdoor restaurant, reading a newspaper. There was a plate on the table. His face registered just a trace of a frown.

“Want to tell me who this is?”

“You find out.”

“Any hints?”

“CIA. You’ll talk to Grafton?”

“Maybe, if you’ll help me with the caption.” He wiggled the photograph. “Like when and where.”

“Jake Grafton can figure it out. I have a great deal of faith in him.”

“But not much in me.” Toad sighed. “How about this: just before he took his first—and last—bite of eggs Benedict injected full of arsenic trioxide by beautiful spy Hannah Mermelstein, Special Agent Sixty-Nine realized that the Sauce Hollandaise had a pinch too much salt?”

Her face showed no reaction whatever.

Toad Tarkington shrugged. He put the photo back in the envelope and placed the envelope in an inside jacket pocket. “So how did you know Rita and I were coming to this play tonight?”

Judith Farrell opened the car door and stepped out. “Thank you for your time, Robert.” She closed the door and walked away. Toad watched her go as Rita came around the car and climbed into the front passenger seat.

“Who is she?”

“Mossad.” The Israeli intelligence service.

“You were in love with her once, weren’t you?”

Trust a woman to glom onto that angle. Toad sighed and pulled the transmission lever into reverse.

When the car was out on the street, Rita asked, “When did you know her?”

“Five years ago. In the Med.”

“Her real name isn’t Elizabeth Thorn, is it?”

“No. She got out that name right up front, so I wouldn’t call her anything else.”

Rita waited for him to tell her more, but when it became obvious he wasn’t going to, she remarked, “She’s very pretty.”

Toad merely grunted.

“Are you going to tell me what she said?”

“No.”

Rita seemed to accept that with good grace. And she had gotten out of the car without being asked. She was a player. Toad told himself, a class act, every inch the professional Judith Farrell was. Perhaps he should have been nicer to Farrell.

This thought was still tripping across the synapses when Rita remarked, “I think you’re still in love with her. Not like you love me, but you care for her a lot. That was obvious to her, too. If you didn’t care you would have been nic—”

“Shut up!” Toad snarled.

“Listen, husband of mine. In three years of marriage neither one of us has told the other to shut up. I don’t think—”

“I’m sorry. I retract that.”

“I feel like I’m trapped in a soap opera,” Rita said. After a pause she added, “And I don’t like it.”

No fool, Toad Tarkington decided to let her have the last word.

Later, as they waited for a traffic light, Rita asked in a normal tone of voice, “So what does Elizabeth Thorn do for the Mossad?”

Toad considered before answering. He decided maybe the truth was best. “Five years ago she was running a hit squad. Maybe she still is. She’s a professional killer. An assassin.”

Toad awoke at dawn on Saturday and took his clothes into the kitchen to dress so he wouldn’t wake Rita. After enough coffee had dripped through to make a cup, he poured himself some and went out into the backyard of the little tract home he and Rita had purchased last year near Andrews Air Force Base. The morning was expectant, still, with the diffused sunlight hinting of the heat to come in a few hours. Not even the sound of jet engines of planes from the base. Too early yet. Someone somewhere was burning last fall’s leaves, even though it was against the law, and the faint smell seemed to make the coffee more pungent.

Judith Farrell. Here.

Although he would never admit it to Rita, seeing Judith had been a jolt. And Rita knew anyway. Blast women! All that crap about body language and nonverbal speech that they expected men to sweat bullets acquiring was just the latest nasty turn in the eternal war between the sexes. And if by some miracle you got it they would think of something else you needed to know to meet tomorrow’s sensitivity standards. If you suffered from the curse of the Y chromosome. Aagh!

He sat sipping coffee and pondering the male dilemma.

After a bit his mind turned to Judith Farrell’s message for Jake Grafton. Probably Farrell hadn’t tried to contact him when he was home alone because even he and Rita never knew when that would be. This was his first free Saturday this month. That crap about brushing her off… Well, it was true, he would have.

Someone told Farrell—told the Mossad—that he and Rita had tickets to that play last night. Who?

He tried to recall just when and to whom at the office he might have mentioned that he and Rita were going last night. It was hazy, but he seemed to recall that the play had been discussed several times by different people, and he may have said he had tickets.

He purchased the tickets over a month ago by calling a commercial ticket outlet and ordering them. And there was no telling to whom Rita might have mentioned the planned evening out. It was certainly no secret.

So that was a dead end. Frustrated, he went inside and poured himself another cup of coffee.

He got out the envelope and looked again at the photo. A very ordinary photo of a very ordinary man. He held the negative up to the light. It was the negative of the photo, apparently. Given to prove the genuineness of the photo. Okay, so what was there about the photograph that made it significant? Toad studied it at a distance of twelve inches. The guy’s sitting in front of a restaurant. Where? No way to tell. When? Nothing there either.

Well, Jake Grafton would know what to do with it. Grafton always knew how to handle hot potatoes, a quality that Toad had long ago concluded was instinctive. The guy could be tossed blindfolded into a snake pit and still avoid the poisonous ones.

The water began running in the bathroom. Rita must be taking a shower. He replaced the photo and negative in the envelope and put it into his shirt pocket.

Toad was outside trimming weeds along the fence when Rita appeared in the door wearing a flight suit, her hair braided into a bun that was pinned to the back of her head. “I’m leaving, Toad.”

He paused and leaned on the fence. “Back for supper?”

“Yes. Are you going to call Admiral Grafton?”

“I dunno. Haven’t decided.”

“You are, then.”

Toad resumed the chore of cutting weeds, trying not to let his temper show.

Rita laughed. He tossed the hedge shears down and turned his back on her.

In a few seconds she appeared in front of him. “I love you, Toad-man.”

He snorted. “I’m gonna ditch you and run off with ol’ Lizzie Thorn. Won’t be nothing here tonight when you get home except my dirty underwear and busted tennis racket.”

She stretched on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “See you this evening, lover.”

The numbers…the numbers appalled him, shocked him, mesmerized him. He wrote them on the back of an old envelope that he used as a bookmark. The stupendous, incomprehensible quantity of human misery represented by the numbers numbed him, made it impossible to pick up the book again and continue reading.

Jake Grafton stared out the window at the swaying trees in the yard without seeing them, played with his mechanical pencil, ran his fingers yet again through his thinning hair.

And he looked again at the envelope. Fifteen million Russians died fighting the Germans during World War I. Fifteen million! Dead! No wonder the nation came apart at the seams. No wonder they dragged the czar from his palace and put him and his family against the wall. Fifteen million!

The new republic was doomed. The Bolsheviks plunged the land into a five-year civil war, a hell of violence, famine and disease that cost another fifteen million lives. Another fifteen million!

Then came Josef Stalin and the forced collectivization of Soviet agriculture. Here the number was nebulous, an educated guess. One historian estimated six million families were murdered or starved to death—another believed at least ten million men, women, and children perished; young and old, vigorous and infirm, those struggling to live and those waiting to die. The Red Army had gone through thousands of square miles robbing the peasants of every crumb, every animal, every potato and cabbage and edible kernel, then sealed the districts and waited for every last human to starve.

Ten million! A conservative estimate, Jake thought.

Then came the purges. Under Josef Stalin—and they had called the fourth Ivan “the Terrible!”—Soviet citizens were worked as slave labor until they died or were shot in wholesale lots because they might not be loyal to their Communist masters. The secret police murder squads had quotas. And they filled them. Through the use of show trials and extorted confessions, the soul-numbing terror was injected into every nook and cranny of Soviet life. Citizens in all walks of life denounced one another in a paranoid hysteria that fed on human sacrifice. Those who survived the horror had a word for it: liquidation.

Over twenty million human beings were liquidated, possibly as many as forty million. Only God knew the real number and He had kept the secret.

World War II—the raging furnace of war, famine and disease consumed another twenty-five million Soviet citizens. Twenty-five million!

The numbers totaled eighty-five million minimum. Jake Grafton added the numbers three times. It was too much. The human mind could not grasp the significance of the numerals on the back of the tattered envelope.

Eighty-five million human lives.

It was like trying to comprehend how many stars were in a galaxy, how many galaxies were in the universe.

“Jake?” His wife stood in the doorway. “Amy and I are going to the Crystal City mall. Won’t you come with us?”

He stared at her. She was of medium height, with traces of gray in her dark hair. She had her purse in her hand.

“The mall…”

“Amy wants to drive.” The youngster had just received her learner’s permit and was now driving the family car, but only when Jake was in the front seat with her. Callie had announced that her nerves were not up to that challenge and refused the honor.

Jake Grafton rose to his feet and glanced out the window. Outside the sun shone weakly from a high, hazy sky. On this June Saturday all over America baseball games were in progress, people were riding bicycles, shopping, buying groceries, mowing yards, enjoying the balmy temperatures of June and contemplating the prospect of the whole summer ahead.

The envelope and its numbers seemed as far away from this reality as casualty figures from the Spanish Inquisition.

“Okay,” Jake Grafton told his wife.

He eyed the envelope one last time, then slid it between the pages of the book. With the book closed the numbers were hidden; only the top half inch of the envelope was visible.

Eighty-five million people.

But they were all long dead, as dead as the pharaohs. The earth soaked up their tears and blood and recycled their corpses. Only the numbers survived.

He turned off the light as he left the room.

Toad Tarkington called after the Graftons returned from the mall. Callie invited him to dinner. Five minutes later she answered the phone again.

“Jack Yocke, Mrs. Grafton. I’m leaving for an overseas assignment on Monday and I wondered if I could stop by and chat with your husband this evening.”

“Why don’t you come to dinner, Jack? Around six-thirty.”

“I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

Callie was amused. She enjoyed entertaining, and Jack Yocke, a reporter for the Washington Post, was a frequent guest. Jake habitually avoided reporters, but Yocke had become a family friend through an unusual set of circumstances. And he had never yet turned down a dinner invitation. Friends or not, he had the most important commodity in Washington—access—and he knew precisely what that was worth. Callie undoubtedly knew too, Yocke thought: she was perfectly capable of slamming the door in his face if she ever thought he had taken advantage of her hospitality.

“No trouble, Jack,” she told him now. “Where are you going?”

“Moscow! It’s my first overseas assignment.” The enthusiasm in his voice was tangible.

Callie stifled a laugh. Yocke had been maneuvering desperately for two years to get an overseas assignment. Other than a short jaunt to Cuba, he had spent most of his five years at the Post on the metro beat covering police and local politics. “Good things come to those who wait,” she told him.

“Actually,” Yocke said, lowering his voice conspiratorially, “I got the nod because our number two man over there had a family emergency and had to come home. My biggest asset is that I’m single.”

“And you’ve been asking for an overseas assignment.”

“Begging might be a better word.”

“Moscow? He’s going to Moscow?” Jake Grafton repeated when his wife went into the study to give him the news.

Callie nodded. “Moscow. It’s dangerous over there, I know, but this is a big break for him professionally.” She left the room to see about dinner.

“He’ll certainly have plenty to write about,” Jake Grafton remarked to himself as he surveyed the piles of books, newspapers and magazines strewn over the desk and credenza.

He was reading everything he could lay hands on these days about the Soviet Union, the superpower that had collapsed less than two years ago and was now racked by turmoil. Like a ramshackle old house that had withstood the winds and storms long past its time, the Communist empire fell suddenly, imploded, shattered like old crystal, all in a heap. Now ethnic feuds, runaway inflation, famine and a gradual disintegration of the social order were fueling the expanding flames.

“Plenty,” Grafton muttered listlessly.

Yocke’s enthusiasm for his new adventure set the tone at dinner. Almost thirty, tall and lean, he regarded his new assignment as a great challenge. “I can’t stand to go into that District Building one more time. This is my chance to get out of metro once and for all.”

His chance to get famous, Jake Grafton thought, but he didn’t say it. The young reporter oozed ambition, and the admiral didn’t hold that against him. Ambition seemed to be one of the essential ingredients to a life of great accomplishments. Lincoln had it, and Churchill, Roosevelt…Hitler. Josef Stalin.

Grafton played with his food as Jack Yocke talked about Russia. Toad Tarkington seemed preoccupied and quieter than usual. Tonight he listened to Yocke without comment.

“It’s hard to imagine the Russian empire without a powerful bureaucracy. The bureaucracy was firmly entrenched by 1650 and became indispensable under Peter the Great. It was the tool the czars used to administer the empire, to run the state. The Bolsheviks just adopted it pen and paper clips when they took over. The problem at the end was that the bureaucracy lost the capability of providing. The infernal machine just ground to a halt and nothing on this earth could get it started again without the direct application of force.”

“Not force,” Jake Grafton said. “Terror.”

“Terror,” Yocke agreed, “which the leadership was no longer in a position to supply.”

“Where did they go wrong?” Callie asked. “After the collapse of communism and the dissolution of the Soviet state, everyone was so hopeful. Where did they go wrong?”

Everyone at the table had an opinion about that, even Amy. “No one over there likes anyone else,” she stated. “All the ethnic groups hate each other. That isn’t right. People shouldn’t hate.”

Toad Tarkington winked at her. Amy was growing up, and he liked her very much. “How’s the driving going?” he asked when there was a break in the conversation.

“Great,” Amy said, and grinned. “Except for Mom, who sits there gritting her teeth, waiting for the crash.”

“Now, Amy…,” Callie began.

“She knows it’s going to be bad—teeth, hair and eyeballs all over the dashboard.” Amy sighed plaintively. “I’ve decided to become a race car driver. I’m going to start in stock cars. I figure in a couple of years I’ll be ready for formula one.”

“Amy Carol,” her mother said with mock severity. “You are not—”

“Talent,” Amy told Toad. “Some people have it and some don’t. You should see my throttle work and the way I handle the wheel.”

After dinner Jack Yocke asked to speak with the admiral alone, so Jake took him into the study and closed the door. “Looks like you’ve been doing some reading,” the reporter remarked as both men settled into chairs.

“Ummm.”

“This is my big break,” Yocke said.

“That’s what you said when the Post let you write a column during the ’92 presidential primary campaign.”

“Well, that didn’t work out. And it wasn’t a column—it was just a signed opinion article once a week.”

Jake reached for a scrapbook on a bookshelf and flipped through it. “Callie saved most of them. I thought some of your stuff was pretty good.”

Yocke shrugged modestly, a gesture that Grafton missed. The admiral adjusted his glasses on his nose and said, “Let’s see—this was written in January, before the New Hampshire primary. You said, ‘Now Bush admits that he didn’t know the country was in a recession. He’s the only man in America who hadn’t heard the news. The man’s a groundhog who only comes out of his hole every four years to campaign.’ ”

“Acceptable hyperbole,” Yocke said and squirmed in his seat. “A columnist is supposed to be interesting.”

“ ‘If George Bush had been president during World War II, allied troops would have stopped at the Rhine and the Nazis would still be running Germany.’ ”

“Well…”

Grafton flipped pages. He cleared his throat. “ ‘The American people don’t want George Bush and Clarence “Coke can” Thomas deciding whether their daughters can have abortions.’ ” Grafton glanced over his glasses at Yocke. “Coke can?”

“There was a mix-up on that. That comment should not have gotten into the paper. I wrote that as a joke to give the editor something to shout at me about and somehow he missed it. He and I almost got canned.”

Grafton sighed and flipped more pages. “Ahh, here’s my favorite: ‘Even if Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton is absolutely innocent, as he claims, of having an adulterous affair with bimbo Gennifer Flowers, that by itself would not disqualify him to be president. America has had two presidents this century, perhaps even three, who were faithful to their wives. A fourth would not rend the social fabric beyond repair. It’s an indisputable fact that such dull clods rarely seek public office in our fair land and almost never achieve it, so if one does squeak in occasionally, once a generation, how much harm could he do?’ ”

“A parody of David Broder,” Yocke muttered with a touch of defiance. “A satire.”

“Everything written in our age is satire,” the admiral said as he closed the scrapbook and slid it back into the bookshelf. When he looked at Yocke he grinned. “You should be writing for Rolling Stone.”

“The Post pays better,” Jack Yocke said. “Y’know, I’ve written a lot of stuff through the years, yet I still have to spell my name for the guy at the laundry whenever I drop off my shirts. And he’s seen me twice a week for five years, speaks English, can even read a little.”

Still wearing a grin, Grafton took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Your stuff’s too subtle. You should try to give it more punch.”

“Words to live by. I’ll remember that advice. But we have a hot tip that I’m going to try to chase down when I get to Russia. The story is that some tactical nukes are on the open market. For sale to the highest bidder.”

“You don’t say?” Jake Grafton said. He pushed his eyebrows aloft. “Where’d you hear that?”

Yocke crossed his legs and settled in. “I know you won’t confirm or deny anything, and you won’t breathe a word of classified information, but I thought I’d run this rumor by you. Just for the heck of it.”

Jake Grafton ran his fingers through his hair, pinched his nose, and regarded his guest without enthusiasm. “Thanks. We’ll look into it. Be a help if we knew the source of this hot tip, though.”

“I can’t give you that. It’s more of a rumor than a tip. Still, if it’s true it’s a hell of a story.”

“A story to make you famous,” Jake agreed. “And to think we knew you when. All you have to do is live long enough to file it.”

“There’s that, of course.”

Jake stood and held out his hand. “If worse comes to worst, it’s been nice knowing you.”

Jack Yocke looked at the outstretched hand a moment, then shook it. He got out of his chair and smiled. “One of your most charming characteristics, Admiral, is that deep streak of maudlin sentiment under the professional exterior. You’re just an old softie.”

“Drop us a postcard from time to time and tell us how you’re doing.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Jack Yocke opened the door and went out, and Amy Carol came in. She carefully closed the door behind her. “Dad, I have a question.” She dropped into the chair just vacated by the reporter.

“Okay.”

“It’s about sex.”

Jake opened his mouth, then closed it again. Amy was growing up, no question about that. She had filled out nicely in all the womanly places and presumably had consulted with Callie about plumbing, morals and all that. Under his scrutiny she squirmed slightly in her seat.

“Why don’t you ask your mom?”

Amy shot out of the chair and bolted for the door. On her way down the hall he heard her call, “Toad, you owe me five bucks. I told you he’d duck it.”

After Yocke said his good-byes, Jake and Toad Tarkington took coffee into the study and carefully closed the door.

“You’re not going to believe this, Admiral, but last night at the Kennedy Center Judith Farrell walked up and said hi.”

Jake Grafton took a while to process it. It had been years since he’d heard that name. “Judith Farrell, the Mossad agent?”

“That’s right, sir. Judith Farrell. Now she calls herself Elizabeth Thorn. She had a Maryland driver’s license.”

“Better tell me about it.”

Toad did so. In due course he got to the message. “You remember Nigel Keren, the British billionaire publisher who fell off his yacht a year or two ago while it was cruising in the Canaries?”

Jake nodded. “Found floating naked in the ocean.”

“Stone cold dead. That’s the guy, Nigel Keren. Then his publishing empire went tits up amid claims of financial shenanigans. But nobody could ever figure out how Keren got from his stateroom aboard the yacht over a chest-high rail into the water while wearing nothing but his birthday suit.”

Jake sipped coffee. “He was a Lebanese Jew, wasn’t he? Naturalized in Britain?”

“Yessir. Anyway, ol’ Judith Farrell says the CIA killed him.”

“What?”

“That’s the message she wanted you to have, Admiral. The CIA killed Nigel Keren. Oh, and this photo.” Toad took the envelope from his pocket and passed it to the admiral, who went to his desk and turned on the desk lamp to examine it.

“I know who this is,” he told Toad.

“Yessir. I recognized him too. Herb Tenney, the CIA officer who is going to Russia with us. If we go.”

Jake got a magnifying glass from his desk drawer and examined the photo carefully as he tried to recall what he had read of Keren’s death. The financier had been alone on the yacht with its crew until he turned up missing one morning. Several days later his nude body was fished from the ocean. All twelve crewmen claimed ignorance. The Spanish pathologist had been unable to establish the cause of death but ruled out drowning, due to an absence of water in the lungs. So Keren had been dead when his body went overboard. How he died was an unsolved mystery.

Finally Jake laid the glass and the photo on the desk and regarded it with a frown. “Herb Tenney reading a newspaper.” He sighed. “Okay, what’s the rest of the message?”

“You got it all, Admiral. ‘Tell Admiral Grafton that the CIA killed Nigel Keren and here’s a photo and negative. Bye.’ That’s all she said.”

Jake used the magnifying glass to examine the negative. It appeared to be the one from which the print was made. Finally he put both print and negative back in the envelope and passed the envelope back to Toad. “Take these to the computer center on Monday morning and have them examined. I want to know where and when the photo was taken and I want to know if the negative has been altered or enhanced by computer processing.” He doubted if the negative had been altered, but Farrell had offered it as evidence, so it wouldn’t hurt to check.

“Yessir. But what if word of this gets back to Tenney?”

“What if it does? Maybe he can tell us about the photograph.”

“If the CIA killed Keren and Tenney was in on it, maybe they won’t want anyone to see this picture.”

“Toad, you’ve been reading too many spy stories. We’ll probably have to ask Tenney about that picture. Farrell knew that. She probably wants us to question Tenney.”

“Then we shouldn’t,” Toad said. “At least not until we know what this is all about.”

Jake Grafton snorted. He had been on the fringes of the intelligence business long enough to distrust everyone associated with it. The truth, he believed, wasn’t in them. They didn’t know it. Worse, they never expected to learn it, nor did they care. “Take the print and negative to the computer guys,” he repeated. “Stick a classification on it. Top secret. That should keep the technician quiet.”

“What about Farrell?” Toad demanded.

“What about her?”

“We could get her address from the Maryland department of motor vehicles and try to find her.”

“She was told what to say and she said it. She doesn’t know anything.”

Toad Tarkington flicked the envelope with his forefinger, then placed it in an inside pocket. He drained the last of his coffee. “If you don’t mind my asking, what did Yocke want?”

“He’s heard a rumor that some tactical nukes are for sale in Russia to the highest bidder.”

“Shee-it!”

“I know the feeling,” Jake Grafton said. “The most sensitive, important, dangerous item on the griddle at the National Security Council and Jack Yocke picked it up on the street. Now he’s charging off to scribble himself famous. Makes you want to blow lunch.”



2

Richard Harper was a priest of the high-tech goddess. He spent his off-hours reading computer magazines and technical works and browsing at gadget stores. He thought about computers most of his waking hours. There was something spiritual about a computer, he believed. It was almost as if it had a soul of its own, an existence independent of the plastic and wire and silicon of which it was constructed.

So he habitually talked to his computer as his fingers danced across the keyboard. His comments were low, lilting and almost unintelligible, but it was obvious to Toad Tarkington that Harper was in direct communication with whoever or whatever it was that made the machine go. That didn’t bother Toad—he had spent years listening to naval aviators whisper to their lusty jet-fueled mistresses: he didn’t even classify Richard Harper as more than average dingy.

Just now he tried to make sense of Harper’s incantations. He got a word or two here and there. “…time for a hundred indecisions, a hundred visions and revisions…. Do I dare, do I dare?” After a few minutes he tuned out Harper and scanned the posters, cartoons, and newspaper articles taped to the wall. All over the wall. On every square inch. Computer stuff. Yeck!

Tarkington regarded computers as just another tool, more expensive than a screwdriver or hammer but no more inherently interesting. Of necessity he periodically applied himself to making one work, and when required could even give a fairly comprehensive technical explanation of what went on down deep inside. But a computer had no pizzazz, no romance, no appeal to his inner being. This Monday morning he leaned idly on the counter and without a twinge of curiosity watched Harper and his computer do their thing.

But he had a restless mind that had to be mulling something; once again his thoughts went back to Elizabeth Thorn, alias Judith Farrell. He had loved her once. One of the male’s biological defects, he decided, was his inability to stop loving a woman. Oh, you can dump her, avoid her, hate her, love someone else, but once love has struck it cannot be completely eradicated. The wound may scar over nicely, yet some shards of the arrowhead will remain permanently embedded to remind you where you were hit. If you are a man.

Women, Toad well knew, didn’t suffer from this biological infirmity. Once a woman ditches you her libidinal landscape is wiped clean by Mama Nature, clean as a sand beach swept by the tide, ready for the next victim to leave his tracks like Robinson Crusoe. And like that sucker, he’ll conclude that he is the very first, the one and only. Amazingly, for her he will be.

Biology, you old devil.

Ah, me.

Then Toad’s thoughts moved from theoretical musings to the specific. He poked around the edges of the emotions that the sight and sound and smell of Elizabeth Thorn created in him and concluded, again, that it would be unwise to explore further. Yet he couldn’t leave it. So he circled it and looked from different angles.

He felt a chill and shuddered involuntarily.

“Commander Tarkington?”

It was Harper. This was the second time he had said Toad’s name.

“Yeah.”

“Just what is it you want to know about these prints?” Harper flexed his fingers like a concert pianist.

“Ah, have they been enhanced? Touched up? Whatever the phrase is.”

“Well, the two prints are identical.” Toad had given Harper two prints, the original that Elizabeth Thorn had handed him Friday night and one he had made yesterday evening from the negative at a one-hour photo shop in a suburban mall. “I ran them through the scanner,” Harper continued, “which looks at the light levels in little segments called pixels and assigns a numerical value, which is how the computer uses the information. The prints are essentially identical with only minor, statistically insignificant variations. Possibly caused by dust on the negative.”

Toad grunted. “Did anybody doctor it up?”

“Not that I can see.” Harper punched buttons. Columns of numbers appeared on the screen before him. “What we’re looking for are lines, sharp variations in light values that shouldn’t be there. Of course, with a sophisticated enough computer, those traces could be erased, but then the resultant print would have to be photographed to get a new negative, and that would fuzz everything. I just don’t think so. Maybe one chance in a hundred. Or one in a thousand.”

“What can you tell me about the picture?”

Harper’s fingers flew across the keyboard. The photo appeared on the screen. “It’s a man sitting at a table reading a newspaper. Apparently at a sidewalk café.”

“Do you know the man?”

“No, but if you like I can access the CIA’s data base and maybe we can match the face.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Toad Tarkington said. “Is there anything in the photo that would indicate where it was taken?”

The computer wizard stroked the mouse and drew a box over the newspaper. He clicked again on the mouse button and the boxed area filled the screen. The headline was in English and quite legible, but the masthead was less so. “We’ll enhance it a little,” Harper muttered and clicked the mouse again.

After a few seconds he announced, “The Times.”

“New York Times?”

“The Times. The real one. London.”

“What day?”

“Can’t tell. The date is just too small. But look at this.” The whole photograph was brought back to the screen and the cursor repositioned over a white splotch on the café window. Now the splotch appeared. Toad came around the counter and stared over Harper’s shoulder. “It’s a notice of the hours the café is open. You can’t read the language in this blowup—the picture is too fuzzy—but if the computer uses an enhancement program to fill in the gaps it should become legible.”

His fingers danced. After a minute or two he said, “It’s not English. It’s Portuguese.”

“So the photo was taken in Portugal.”

“Or in front of a Portuguese café in London, Berlin, Zurich, Rome, Madrid, New York, Washing—”

“How about the front page of the paper? Can you give me a printout of that?”

“Sure.” Richard Harper clicked the mouse on the print menu and in a moment the laser began to hum. Toad waited until the page came out of the printer, then examined it carefully. There was a portion of a photo centered under the paper’s big headline, which contained the words “Common Market ministers.” He folded the page and put it back into his pocket.

“Well,” he said, “I guess that’s everything. Give me back the prints and erase everything from the memory of your idiot box and I’ll get out of your hair.”

Harper shrugged. He put the prints in the envelope that had originally contained them and passed it to Toad, who slipped the envelope into an inside pocket. Then Harper clicked away on the mouse. After a few seconds of activity he sat back and said, “It’s gone.”

“I don’t want to insult you,” Toad said, “but I should emphasize this little matter is a tippy top secret, eyes only. Loose lips sink ships.”

“Everything I do is classified, Commander,” Harper said tartly. He reached for the folder on the top of the pile in his in basket.

“No offense,” Toad muttered. “By the way, what were those lines you were saying about ‘visions and revisions’?”

Now Harper colored slightly and made a vague gesture. “ ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.’ ”

“Umm.”

An hour later in the media reading room in the Madison Building of the Library of Congress Toad found the page of the London Times that had been captured in the photo. Several weeks’ editions of the newspaper were on each roll of microfilm. He selected the roll that included the date Nigel Keren died, placed it on a Bell & Howell viewing console and began to scroll through the pages. The headline he wanted was on page twenty-three of the scroll, the edition of November 1, 1991.

Rear Admiral Jake Grafton spent the morning in a briefing. As usual, the subject was nuclear weapons in the Commonwealth of Independent States, which was the old Soviet Union. This matter was boiling on the front burner. The locations of the strategic nuclear missiles—ICBMs—were known and the political control apparatus was more or less public knowledge. But the Allied intelligence community had lost sight of the tactical nuclear weapons—weapons that were by definition mobile. They were hidden behind the pall of smoke rising from the rubble of the Soviet Union.

Listening to experts discuss nuclear weapons as if they were missing vases from a seedy art gallery, Grafton’s attention wandered. He had first sat through classified lectures on the ins and outs of nuclear weapons technology as a very junior A-6 pilot, before he went to Vietnam for the first time. In those days attack plane crews were each assigned targets under the Single Integrated Operational Plan—SIOP. The lectures were like something from Dr. Strangelove’s horror cabinet—thermal pulses, blast effects, radiation and kill zones and the like. When the course was over he even got a certificate suitable for framing that proclaimed he was a qualified Nuclear Weapons Delivery Pilot.

But the whole experience was just some weird military mind-bender until he was handed his first target the day after the ship sailed from Pearl Harbor on his first cruise to Vietnam.

Shanghai.

He was assigned to drop a nuclear weapon on the military district headquarters in Shanghai. It wasn’t exactly downtown, but it was on the edge of it.

Actually he was not going to drop the bomb: he was going to toss it, throw it about forty-three thousand feet, as he recalled. That was how far away from the target the pull-up point was. He would cross the initial point at five hundred knots, exactly five hundred feet above the ground, and push the pickle on the stick, which would start the timer on the nuclear ordnance panel. The timer would tick off the preset number of seconds until he reached the calculated pull-up point—that point forty-three thousand feet from the target. Then a tone would sound in his ears. He was to apply smooth, steady back-pressure on the stick so that one second after the tone began he would have four Gs on the aircraft. At about thirty-eight degrees nose-up the tone would cease and the weapon would come off the bomb rack and he would keep pulling, up and over the top, then do a half roll going down the back side and scoot out the way he had come in.

He had practiced the delivery on the navy’s bombing range in Oregon. With little, blue, twenty-eight-pound practice bombs. The delivery method was inherently inaccurate and the bombs were sprinkled liberally over the countryside, sometimes a couple miles from the intended target. A good delivery was one in which the bomb impacted within a half mile of where you wanted it. With a six-hundred-kiloton nuke, a miss by a mile or two wouldn’t matter much.

“Close enough for government work,” he and his bombardier assured each other.

Months later on an aircraft carrier crossing the Pacific with a magazine full of nuclear weapons, the insanity of nuclear war got very personal. Figuring the fuel consumption on each leg of the run-in, working the leg times backward from the hard target time—necessary so he and his bombardier wouldn’t be incinerated by the blast of somebody else’s weapon—plotting antiaircraft defenses, examining the streets and buildings of Shanghai while planning to incinerate every last Chinese man, woman and child in them, he had to pinch himself. This was like trying to figure out how to shoot your way into hell.

But orders were orders, so he drew the lines and cut and pasted the charts and tried to envision what it would feel like to hurl a thermonuclear weapon into Shanghai. The emotions he would feel as he flew through the flak and SAMs on the run-in, performed the Götterdämmerung alley-oop over a city of ten million people, and tried to keep the airplane upright and flying as the shock wave from the detonation smashed the aircraft like the fist of God as he exited tail-on to the blast—emotions were not on the navy’s agenda.

Could he nuke Shanghai? Would he do it if ordered to? He didn’t know, which troubled him.

Fretting about it didn’t help. The problem was too big, the numbers of human lives incomprehensible, the A’s and B’s and C’s of the equation all unknown. He had no answers. Worse, he suspected no one did.

So he finished his planning and went back to more mundane concerns, like wondering how he was going to stay alive in the night skies over Vietnam.

That was twenty-three years ago.

Today listening to the experts discuss the possibility that nuclear weapons might be seeping southward from the Soviet republics into the Middle East, the memories of planning the annihilation of half the population of Shanghai made Jake Grafton slightly nauseated.

The voice of the three-star army general who headed the Defense Intelligence Agency jolted his unpleasant reverie. The general wanted hard intelligence and he was a bit peeved that none seemed to be available.

“Rumor, surmises, theories…haven’t you experts got one single fact?” he demanded of the briefers. “Just one shabby little irrefutable fact—that’s not too much to ask, is it?”

The three-star’s name was Albert Sidney Brown. After thirty-plus years in the maw of a vast bureaucracy where every middle name was automatically ground down to an initial, he had somehow managed to retain his.

The briefer was CIA officer Herb Tenney, who briefed Lieutenant General Brown on a regular basis. Today he tried to reason with the general. “Sir, the place is bedlam. Nobody knows what’s going on, not even Yeltsin. The transportation system’s kaput, the communication system is in tatters, people in the countryside are quietly starving, armed criminal gangs are in control of—”

“I read the newspapers,” General Brown said acidly. “Do you spooks know anything that the Associated Press doesn’t?”

“Not right now,” Herb Tenney said with a hint of regret in his voice. Regret, Jake Grafton noted, not apology. Tenney was several inches short of six feet. His graying hair and square jaw with a cleft gave him a distinguished, important look. In his gray wool business suit with thin, subtle blue stripes woven into the cloth he looked more like a Wall Street buccaneer, Jake Grafton thought, than the spy he was.

“Congress is performing major surgery on the American military without benefit of anesthetic,” General Brown rumbled. “Everybody east of Omaha is tossing flowers at the Russians, and that goddamn cesspool is in meltdown. There are thirty thousand tactical nuclear weapons over there just lying around loose! And the CIA doesn’t know diddly squat.”

Jake Grafton thought he could see a tiny sympathetic smile on Herb Tenney’s face. His expression looked remarkably like the one on the puss of the guy at the garage giving you the bad news about your transmission. Or was Grafton just imagining it? Damn that Judith Farrell!

Tenny’s expression seemed to irritate General Brown too. “I am fed up with you people palming off yesterday’s press clippings and unsubstantiated gossip as news. You’re like a bunch of old crones at a whores’ picnic. No more! I want facts and you spies better come up with some. Damn quick!”

Brown’s fist descended onto the table with a crash. “Like yesterday! I don’t give a shit who you have to bribe, fuck, or rob, but you’d better come up with some hard facts about who has their grubby hands on those goddamn bombs or I’m going to lose my temper and start kicking ass!”

When the briefers were gone and he and Jake were alone, Albert Sidney Brown rumbled, “They’ll never come up with hard intelligence. Nobody on our side knows anything. Not a goddamn thing. Now that’s a fact.”

“We just don’t have the HUMINT resources, General,” Jake Grafton said. HUMINT was human intelligence, information from spies. The CIA had never had much luck recruiting spies in the Soviet Union. Prior to the collapse the counterintelligence apparatus had been too efficient. It was a different story now, but a spy network took years to construct.

“The world is becoming more dangerous,” General Brown said softly. “It’s like the whole planet is on a runaway locomotive going down a mountain, faster and faster, closer and closer to the edge. The big smashup is waiting around the next bend, or the next. And those cretins in Congress are in a dogfight to divide up the ‘peace dividend.’ Makes you want to cry.”

Jake had had numerous wide-ranging conversations with General Brown since he reported to this job six months ago. Brown was convinced that the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction was the most dangerous trend in an increasingly unstable international arena. And Jake Grafton agreed with him.

Recently the United States and other Western nations had agreed to spend $500 million to pay for destruction of the Soviet nuclear arsenal, but the work wasn’t going quickly enough. “They’ve got bombs scattered around over there like junk cars,” Brown told Jake Grafton. “They don’t know what they’ve got or where it is, so it’s imperative that we get someone over there to keep an eye on the situation and prod them in the right direction. You’re that someone.

“The ambassador is talking to Yeltsin right now, trying to sell military-to-military cooperation at the absolute top level. As soon as we get the okay, you’re on your way. Keep your underwear packed.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Jake, we have got to get a handle on this nuclear weapons situation. I want you to get the hard facts. Ask the Russian generals to their faces—and don’t take no for an answer. There isn’t time to massage bruised egos. They must be as worried as we are. If their criminal gangs or ragtag ethnic warriors start using nukes on one another, Revelation is going to come true word for word. And if those fanatics in the Middle East get their hands on some…” Brown lifted his hands skyward.

Jake Grafton finished the thought. “This planet will be history.”

“A radioactive clinker,” Brown agreed, and swiveled his chair toward the map of the old Soviet Union that hung on the wall.

“The first day of November 1991,” Toad Tarkington repeated, “just three days before Nigel Keren went for his long swim.”

Toad fell silent. He had completed his recital of what he learned this morning. Jake Grafton was bent over the photograph on his desk, staring at it through a magnifying glass. Finally he straightened with a sigh.

“We could ask the CIA where Herb Tenney was that week,” Toad suggested.

“No.” Jake squirmed in his chair. He flexed his right hand several times, then let it rest limply on the arm of the chair. “For the sake of argument, assume that the CIA did kill Keren. Either the president authorized it or someone in the CIA was running his own foreign policy. The Mossad must have concluded the assassination was without authorization or they would not have approached anyone in the American intelligence community, no matter how obliquely. Assuming the CIA did kill Keren. A rather large assumption, but—”

“Sir, we’ve got to do something about this,” Toad said with a slight edge in his voice.

“What is this evidence of?” Jake gestured toward the photo. “What?” That was the nub of it. At best this photo might destroy one alibi. “We’ve got nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

“Do you think the CIA killed Keren?” Toad asked.

“I have no idea. If the Mossad knows and wanted us to believe, they could have given us real proof. They didn’t. Which raises another question—is Farrell still working for the Mossad?”

Toad spent several seconds processing it. “I can’t see her working for anyone else. She…”

Toad ran out of steam when Jake Grafton gave him one of those cold glances. With thinning hair and a nose a tad too large, Jake Grafton’s face wasn’t memorable. It was just another face among the throng. Until he fixed those gray eyes on you with one of those looks that could freeze water, that is—then you got a glimpse of the hard, determined man inside.

“Maybe they wanted to smear Herb,” Toad added lamely.

“That’s one possibility. Another is that they want to discredit me.”

“You?”

“I’m not going to be around here very long if I sally forth to slay a dragon armed with nothing but a peashooter and one pea. You see that? The dragon will fry my britches. And if there’s no dragon I just immolated myself.”

Jake rooted in his desk drawer for a pack of matches. He found them, then dumped the trash from his wastecan onto the floor. One by one he lit the prints and dropped them into the gray metal wastecan. The negative went last. When the celluloid was consumed, Jake picked up the trash and tossed it back into the can.

Then he picked up a file on the Russian army and opened it. Several minutes later Toad remembered the computer printout of the front page of the London Times that was inside his pocket. He wadded it up and tossed it into the classified burn bag.
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June in Washington is very similar to early summer in any other large city in the northeastern part of the United States. The days of clouds and rain come regularly, interspersed with periods of sunshine and balmy breezes, perfect days when it seems the whole world is ripe, flourishing, vibrantly alive. Weekends are for shopping expeditions, yard work, an occasional party.

Workdays in the nation’s capital begin here like everywhere else. Most people turn on one of the television morning shows as they dress and drink a cup of hot chocolate or coffee. While they take a quick squint at the morning newspaper and gobble a fat pill, Willard Scott tells them about the weather and a lady having her hundredth birthday. Why supposedly sane people choose to spend the worst moments of the day with Willard Scott, Bryant Gumbel and their colleagues on the other networks is a phenomenon that will probably intrigue archeologists of a future age.

With the kids shoved out the door to swimming lessons or other summer activities, working people fire up their horseless chariots and join the commuting throng. Tooling out of the subdivision they tune in another set of fools on their car radios. On each of the morning “drive shows” one or two jaded disk jockeys and one syrupy sweet, eternally cheerful female crank out some combination of pop music, weather and crude humor interspersed with reports from a helicopter pilot about the traffic jams that form every morning around stalls, wrecks and road construction projects. This mix is occasionally enlivened with a blow-by-blow account of a spectacular police chase of a freeway speeder who suddenly remembered his thirty-two unpaid parking tickets when he saw the cop’s flashing light.

And “news,” lots of it. Usually “news” is presented in short snippets, “sound bites,” some of them worth the ten seconds of air time they get, most not. To prevent the working citizen creeping through traffic from getting too down from an overdose of reality, the producers of these shows leaven the mix with the inane doings of show business celebrities and the latest risqué tidbits from the court trials of current cretins. Nothing heavy, nothing in depth, just a once-over-lightly on items that would only interest a heavy metal groupie or a social scientist from planet Zork.

Jake Grafton never listened. Callie had the television going every morning while she fixed Amy’s breakfast, but Jake read the newspaper. If the Washington Post thought an international story was worth the front page, the American intelligence community was going to be wrestling with it before lunch.

In the car Jake turned off the radio the instant it babbled to life. Amy and Callie always left the squawk box on, he always turned it off.

Today he drove in the usual blessed silence while he reviewed the crises of yesterday and the likely flaps on today’s agenda. The Middle East was boiling again: another assassination, more riots protesting ongoing Israeli settlement in the occupied West Bank, more terrorism and murder. Chaos in the Balkans, another wave of Haitians heading for Florida, the usual anarchy in the new Commonwealth of Independent States, or as the bureaucrats had labeled it, the CIS—all in all, this was just another day in the 1990s.

Normally there was little the Americans could do to improve any international situation. Nor, as the optimists noted, was there much they could do that would make things worse. Still everything had to go through the gristmill and be forwarded on to the policymakers for their information. And in the case of the DIA, to the appropriate units of the military to ensure they weren’t luxuriating in blissful ignorance.

Besides the usual international crises, the top echelons of the military and civilian policymakers were still trying to formulate America’s response to the shape of the post-Communist world. The world had changed almost overnight, yet change was the bureaucracy’s worst enemy, the crisis to which it had the most difficulty responding.

This morning Jake Grafton thought about change. The knee-jerk reaction had been to reorganize, to draw more lines on the organization chart. That had been easy, though it hadn’t been enough. The brave new world had to be faced whether the policymakers were comfortable or not.

They were uncomfortable. Very uncomfortable. Men and women who had spent their adult lives as warriors of the cold war now had to face the unknown without experience or perspective. Mistakes were inevitable, grievous mistakes that were going to cost people their reputations, their careers. This sense of dangerous uncertainty collided with the extraordinary dynamics of the evolving geopolitical landscape to produce a stress-filled crisis atmosphere in which tension was almost tangible.

This situation is like war, Jake Grafton decided. Every change in the international scene reveals a new opportunity to the bold few and a new pitfall to the cautious many.

He was musing along these lines when the Pentagon came into view. It was a low, sprawling building much larger than it looked.

As he parked the car he was wondering if there was any place at all for nuclear weapons in this changing world. Were they obsolete, like horse cavalry and battleships? He also wondered if he was the only person in the Pentagon asking that question.

“Everyone would have been better off if Russia had had another revolution and shot all the Communists.”

General Albert Sidney Brown delivered himself of this opinion and stopped the strategy conference dead. Which was perhaps what he intended. The subject was the growth of virulent anti-Semitism in the former Soviet states.

“General,” CIA deputy director Harvey Schenler said wearily, “I don’t believe fantasies of that type contribute much to our deliberations.”

Brown snorted. “Most of the problems the new regimes in eastern Europe and the old Soviet Union are now facing were caused by the Communists’ grotesque mismanagement, incompetent central planning, believing their own propaganda, lying to everybody, including themselves, cheating, bribery, favoritism—the list goes on for a couple dozen pages. Now that the Commies have become the political opposition, they’re preaching hatred of the Jews, trying to blame them for the collapse of the whole rotten system. It’s 1932 in Germany all over again. Now you people in the CIA seem to think that if the Communists get back in power, in some magical way this nuclear weapons control problem will just disappear. Bullshit!”

Schenler’s tone sharpened. “I think you owe me and my staff an apology, General. We have said no such thing here.”

“You’ve implied it. You just stated that we have to keep our lines of communication open to the Commies, treat them as legitimate contenders for power.”

“We’re not suggesting the United States should aid their return to power.”

Brown cleared his throat explosively. “Then I apologize. I’ve become so used to double-talk and new age quack-speak from you people, I’m easily confused. Perhaps today we can dispense with the bureaucratic mumbo jumbo and get down to brass tacks.”

Schenler paused for several seconds as he looked at the page before him. He had an apology and a challenge. He decided to accept the apology and return to the agenda items.

Brown’s outburst was the only bright spot in the meeting, Jake Grafton found to his sorrow. These weekly strategy sessions, “strategizing” the civilian intelligence professionals called it, were usually exercises in tedium. Today was no exception. No facts were briefed that hadn’t already circulated through the upper echelons. Most of what ended up on the table were policy options from CIA analysts, career researchers who were theoretically politically neutral. Jake Grafton didn’t believe it—the only politically neutral people he had ever met were dead.

So the items discussed here were really policy alternatives that had made their long, tortuous way through the intestines of the Central Intelligence Agency, perhaps the most monolithic bureaucracy left on the planet. Like General Brown, Jake Grafton looked at these nuggets without enthusiasm. Larded with dubious predictions and carefully chosen facts, these policy alternatives were really the choices the upper echelons of the CIA wanted the policymakers to adopt. The researchers gave their bosses what they thought the bosses wanted to hear, or so Brown and Grafton believed.

Alas, these two uniformed officers well knew they couldn’t change the system. So they listened and recorded their objections.

Schenler sometimes argued. Most of the time he just took notes. Grafton never saw the notes. About fifty, with salt-and-pepper hair and an ivy league education, Schenler was an organization man to his fingertips. “I’ll bet the bastard hasn’t farted in twenty-five years,” General Brown once grumbled to Jake.

Jake also took occasional notes at these soirees, doodled and watched Schenler and his lieutenants perform the usual rituals.

Today, when he finally concluded that General Brown had given up, he went back to doodling. He used his pencil to doctor up his copy of a reproduction of a current Russian anti-Semitic poster that had been handed around before Brown fired his salvo. The crude drawing depicted two rich Jews—they had to be Jews: guys with hooked noses wearing yarmulkes—counting their money while starving women and children watched. In one corner a man with a red star on his cap observed the scene. Jake penciled a swastika on his chest.

“What is this?” Jake held up a piece of paper and waved it at Toad Tarkington.

“Ah, Admiral, if you could give me a little hint…”

“You put this here, didn’t you?”

Jake Grafton had been going through his morning mail pile when he ran across Toad’s masterpiece, a summary of everything in the computer about the demise of Nigel Keren. It was short, only one page, but pithy, full of facts. Toad knew the admiral was partial to facts.

“Oh,” Toad said when Jake held the paper out so he could see it, “that’s just a little thing I put together for your information.”

The admiral stared at him with humor. “I know everything I want to know about Nigel Keren.”

Toad had rehearsed this, but looking at Jake Grafton, his little speech went out the window. “I’m sorry,” he said contritely.

“I know how he was killed,” the admiral said.

Toad gawked.

The admiral put the paper on the desk in front of him and toyed with it. “A publishing mogul alone on a large yacht, no one aboard but him and twelve crew members, all male. The ship is three days out of the Canaries when he eats dinner alone—the same food that all the crew was served—and spends the rest of the evening walking the deck, then goes to his stateroom. The next morning the crew can’t find him aboard. Two days later his nude body is found floating in the sea. A Spanish pathologist found no evidence of violence, no water in the lungs, no heart disease, no burst blood vessels in the brain, no evidence of suffocation. In short, the man died a natural death and his corpse somehow went into the sea. None of the crew members knows anything. All deny that they killed him.”

When Jake fell silent Toad added, “Then his media empire broke up. Apparently large sums of money, hundreds of millions, may have been taken. If anyone knows, they aren’t saying. Keren’s son says the deceased father just made too many leveraged deals and the worldwide recession caught them short.”

The admiral merely grunted.

“Perhaps there was a stowaway aboard the yacht,” Toad suggested. “Or a small vessel rendezvoused with the yacht and an assassin team came aboard.”

“No. The British checked with every ship in the vicinity and interrogated the crew thoroughly. And if he was assassinated, how was it done?”

“You tell me,” Tarkington muttered.

“Remember that top secret CIA progress report that went through here a couple of months ago on the development of binary chemicals?”

Toad nodded once.

“When I saw it then, I thought of the Keren case,” Jake Grafton continued, “but I forgot all about it until the other day when I was staring at that photo Judith Farrell donated to the cause. And I confess, I used the computer yesterday after you left to reread the Keren file.” He smiled at Toad. “It would have occurred to you sooner or later.”

“Binary chemicals.”

“That’s right. The poisons of the past—arsenic, strychnine, that kind of thing—all had a couple of major drawbacks. If given in sufficient quantity to do the job they killed very quickly, before the killer had a chance to leave the scene of the crime. And there was always the problem of killing too many people, anyone who ingested the poisoned food or drink. Binary chemicals remove those drawbacks. You give your victim one chemical, harmless in itself, perhaps serve it in the punch at a party. Everyone drinks it and no one is the wiser. It’s absorbed by the tissues and so remains in the body for a lengthy period, at least several weeks. But it’s benign, produces no ill effect. Then at a later date the assassin serves the other half of the poison, also quite benign by itself. And the second half of the brew combines with the first half in the body of the victim and becomes a deadly poison. The victim goes home and goes to bed and the chemical reaction takes place and his heart stops. No one will suspect poison. Even if they do, investigation will reveal that everything the victim ate and drank was also ingested by other people.”

Jake Grafton turned his hand over.

“So Keren could have been given the first drink of the chemical at any time in the preceding few weeks,” Toad said.

“Correct. At a party, a luncheon, a dinner, whatever. It could have been in anything he ate or drank. And that everyone else ate or drank.”

“Then aboard ship…”

“The second chemical could have been in the food when it came aboard, maybe in the ship’s water tank. Probably the food, which would be consumed or thrown away. When Keren had ingested a sufficient dosage and chemical reaction was complete, his heart stopped. And no one aboard the ship knew anything about it. They were all innocent.”

“Wouldn’t this stuff still be in his body?” Toad asked.

“Probably. If the pathologist had known what to look for. Zero chance of that.”

“But why did the body go into the water?”

“That’s a side issue,” Jake Grafton said. “Nothing in life is ever neat and tidy. Someone panicked when they found him dead. You can make your own list of reasons. Maybe the British found out who threw him overboard and kept quiet to protect the dead man’s reputation. Extraordinarily wealthy man, pillar of the community, why smear him after he’s dead? The British think like that.”

“But later they said Keren committed suicide. That’s certainly frowned on by the upper crust.”

“If you have a corpse floating in the ocean and no proof of murder, what would you call it?”

“He was a Jew from the Levant,” Toad said carefully.

“Emigrated to Britain as a young man. Poor as a church mouse.”

“Then he made hundreds of millions and the Mossad was right there when he died to snap a photo of a CIA agent. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” Toad said, eyeing the admiral.

“Not me,” Jake Grafton said with finality. “I have no reason to go prying into someone else’s dirty little business. And no levers to pry with even if I were foolish enough to try.” He tossed Toad’s summary at him. “Put this into the burn bag and let’s get back to work.”

On Friday evening Jake took Callie and Amy to a movie. Afterward they stopped for ice cream. It was a little after eleven before Amy wheeled the car into the driveway and killed the engine. Jake got out of the passenger seat and held the rear door open for Callie.

“Well, Mom, what’d’ya think?” Amy asked.

“You drive too fast.”

“I do not! Do I, Dad?”

“Wasn’t that a great movie?” said Jake Grafton.

“Dad!” Amy exclaimed in anguish. “Don’t avoid the issue. Oooh, I just hate it when you do that!”

From the porch—this rambling three-story brick built in the 1920s still had its porch—Jake waved to the federal protective service guard standing on the corner under the light, then opened the door with his key.

“You two are just so narrow bandwidth,” Amy continued, “so totally random.” Still talking in a conversational tone of voice, she made for the stairs and started up. “It’s like I’m stuck in an uncool fossil movie, some black-and-white Ronald Reagan time warp with all the girls in letter sweaters and white socks and the boys in duck’s ass greasecuts—”

“Amy Carol,” Callie called up the stairs. “I’ll have none of that kind of language in my house.”

Her voice came floating down. “I’m the last kid in America growing up with Ozzie and Harriet…”

“You’re very narrow bandwidth, Harriet,” Jake told his wife, who grinned.

“What does that mean?” she asked softly.

“I don’t know,” her husband confessed. He kissed her on the forehead and led the way to the kitchen. After Callie made coffee and poured him a cup, he took it upstairs to the study.

He flipped on the light and started. A man was sitting behind the desk. Another sat on the couch.

Automatically Jake’s eye went to the door of the safe. It was still closed.

The men were in suits and ties. The man on the couch had blond hair and spoke first. “Come in and close the door, Admiral.”

Jake stood where he was. “How’d you two get in here?”

“Come in and close the door. Unless you want your wife and daughter to hear this.”

Jake obeyed.

“Want to tell me who you are?” he said.

Now the man behind the desk spoke. “You haven’t hit the right question yet, Admiral. Ask us why we’re here.”

Jake remembered the coffee in his hand and sipped it as he examined the visitors. Both under forty, but not by much. Short hair, clean-shaven, reasonably fit.

“Get out of my chair,” he said to the man behind the desk.

“Admiral, that confrontational tone is not going to get us anywhere. Why don’t you sit down and we’ll—”

Jake tossed the remainder of the coffee at the man’s face.

The liquid hit the target, then some of it splashed on the desk. The man grunted, then wiped his face with his left hand. He stood up slowly. As he got fully erect the blond man on the couch uncoiled explosively in Jake’s direction.

Jake had been expecting this. He smashed the coffee cup into the side of the blond man’s face with his right hand—the cup shattered—and followed it up with a hard left that connected with the man’s skull and jolted Jake clear to the elbow. But then the man had his shoulder into Jake’s chest and slammed him back against the bookcase. The other man was coming around the desk.

Jake tried to use a knee on his assailant’s body. No. He tried to chop with both hands at the back of the man’s neck. He succeeded only in getting himself off balance, so his blows lacked power.

The man from the desk drew back a right and delivered a haymaker to Jake’s chin.

The admiral saw stars and lost his balance completely.

When his vision cleared he was on the floor, the blond standing and the other man kneeling beside him. Blondie was using a handkerchief on the side of his face. When he withdrew it Jake could see blood.

“You’ve had your nose in a matter that doesn’t concern you, Admiral. You’re not Batman or Jesus H. Christ. This visit was just a friendly warning. You’ve got a wife and kid and it would be a hell of a shame if anything happened to them. Do you understand me?”

“Jake?” It was Callie’s voice. She was outside the door. She rattled the knob. The men had locked it. “What’s going on in there, Jake?”

“What matter?” Jake asked.

“The same thing that happened to Nigel Keren could happen to you. It could happen to your wife. It could happen to your daughter.”

Outside the door Callie’s voice was up an octave. “Jake, are you all right? Jake, speak to me!”

“Be a hell of a shame,” Blondie said, “if your fifteen-year-old daughter died of heart failure, wouldn’t it? A hell of a shame. And you’d have only yourself to blame.”

“Jake!”

“Think about it,” the first man said, then stood up. He unlocked the door and pulled it open.

“Excuse us, please,” he said to Callie and walked by her for the stairs, the blond man at his heels.

Stunned, Callie stared after them, then rushed to Jake, who was getting up.

He was still dizzy. He leaned on the bookcase. “Make sure they leave,” he told his wife and pushed her gently toward the door.

He sagged down onto the couch and lowered his head onto the arm. His jaw ached badly. He felt his teeth. One seemed loose.

When Callie came back he was sitting at his desk. “Jake, who were those men?”

“I dunno.”

She started to speak and he held up his hand. She cocked her head quizzically. He held a finger to his lips. Then he reached for paper and wrote:

The place may be bugged. I’ll search it later. Please go downstairs and throw away all the food in the house. Everything except the stuff in sealed cans. All milk, soda pop, beer, frozen food, coffee, everything.

She read it and looked puzzled.

“I’ll explain later,” he said. “Please, go do it.”

She went.

Jake Grafton sat looking out his window for about fifteen seconds, then he knelt by the safe and opened it. His gun was still there, an old Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum that he had carried when he flew in Vietnam. All the classified documents seemed to be as he had left them. After he closed and locked the safe, he rooted through his bottom desk drawer for the box of shells. He loaded the pistol and stuck it in the small of his back, under the belt.

Downstairs in the kitchen he kissed his wife. “Where are the car keys?”

“In my purse.”

Jake helped himself, then snagged his coat from the hall rack. “I’ll be back in a little while,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“Tarkington’s. There’s a chance those guys stopped here first. They’re delivering messages tonight.”

“Why don’t you call Toad?”

“I want to see these guys again.”

“Jake, be careful.”

“You know me, Callie. I’m always careful.” He kissed her again and let her close the door behind him.

The uniformed guard was walking the beat on the sidewalk. Jake stopped beside him and rolled down his window. “Did you see two men come out of my house?”

“Yessir. They got into a car parked across the street.”

“What kind of car?”

“I don’t know, sir. It was a sedan with government plates. Is there a problem, Admiral?”

“No. No problem. They forgot something, that’s all. Thanks.” He took his foot off the brake and got the car in motion before the man could ask any more questions.

The pistol was a hard lump where his back pressed against the seat.

A white Ford sedan with government plates sat in Tarkington’s driveway behind Rita’s car, which was in the carport. Toad’s Honda Accord was parked at the curb. A light in the living room window made the drapes glow. Jake drove past and parked on the next block.

As he walked back he kept looking in parked cars. He saw no one.

These guys were sloppy. No lookouts, no driver waiting behind the wheel, a government sedan, for Christ’s sake! They were just out putting the fear of God in a few people tonight and not bothering to do it right.

Jake tried the door of the sedan. It was unlocked. He popped the hood latch and eased the door shut. Feeling in the darkness he jerked the leads off the spark plugs, then let the hood down gently. Then he got behind the front of Rita’s car, got the pistol out, and waited.

Jake was under no illusions. This was going to be dicey. He was going to have to get control of this situation quickly before these two clowns had a chance to think about it. If he pulled the trigger the cops would be here in short order, someone was going to be arrested, and someone was going to have a lot of explaining to do. And someone—Jake suspected that he might wind up as this someone—would probably find himself in more trouble than he could get himself out of.

He had waited no more than three minutes when he heard the Tarkingtons’ front door open.

He got down on his hands and knees in front of Rita’s car and looked under it. He saw their feet. They got into the sedan. A muttered oath.

The passenger door opened and a set of feet came around to the front of the car. Grafton straightened and peered through the window of Rita’s car.

The sedan’s hood was up. The blond man was looking into the engine compartment.

Jake went to his left, around Rita’s Mazda. The hood obscured the driver’s view and the blond had his back to Jake. He heard Jake coming at the last instant and started to turn just as the pistol butt thunked into his head. He went down like a sack of potatoes.

Jake grasped the butt of the revolver with his right hand and stepped around to the driver’s door. He jerked it open.

“Get out.”

The dark-haired man looked slightly stunned.

Jake reached with his left hand and got a handful of shirt and tie. He jerked hard. The man half fell out of the seat. Jake jabbed the gun barrel into his ear and kept pulling.

“Jesus, you can’t—”

“Get up and walk or I’ll blow your brains out.” He jabbed savagely with the gun barrel.

The man came along.

“Tarkington,” Jake called. “Get out here.”

The door opened and the stoop light came on.

“Toad, turn off that light and get out here.”

Tarkington came out. He was in his pajamas and they were torn half off his chest. “That one on the ground,” Jake said, nodding. “Clean out his pockets. Everything. Put him into the sedan and bring all the stuff inside.”

Rita held the door.

In the living room Jake hooked the dark-haired man’s leg and sent him sprawling.

“Search him, Rita, and tell me what happened.”

Rita Moravia was wearing a robe over a nightie. Her hair was down. She began pulling things from the man’s pockets as she talked. “They rang the doorbell and told Toad they were from the DIA and you sent them over here. He let them in. I heard a scuffle out here in the living room and came out and they had knocked him down. They made some threats.”

“How long were they here?”

“Seven or eight minutes. No more.” Rita had finished with the man’s rear trouser pockets and side coat pockets. She rolled him over without ceremony and emptied his inside jacket pockets. She turned his front trouser pockets inside out.

“Feel him all over for weapons.”

Rita did so. “Nope. Just the one wallet, and this.” She held up a card encased in plastic attached to a chain. Jake had seen ones like this before. It was a pass to the CIA’s Langley facility.

Jake picked up the wallet and examined it. He extracted the driver’s license and held it out so he could read it. “Okay, Paul Tanana of 2134 North Wood Duck Drive, Burke, Virginia. Want to tell us who sent you on this little errand?”

Rita was finished. She gathered the CIA pass and the change, keys and pens and placed them on a coffee table.

“I asked you a question,” Jake said.

Tanana glowered. “You’ll be sorry for this.”

“I’m sorry I ever laid eyes on you. Who sent you?”

Silence.

“Rita, check on Toad.”

The gun felt heavy in Jake’s hand. He kept it pointed at Tanana, who was rubbing his ear. Jake rubbed his fingers back and forth across the stiff plastic of the driver’s license.

In a moment Rita and Toad came in. “Guy didn’t have a gun,” Toad said. “Just a wallet and a CIA pass and a little pack of lock picks.”

“Who sent you to see me tonight?” Jake asked Tanana.

The man snorted. “You ain’t gonna shoot me.”

What’s wrong here?

Jake looked again at the driver’s license, at the clear plastic, the perfect edges.

He put the license into his pocket and eared back the hammer of the revolver. He approached Tanana. He bent down and placed the barrel of the weapon against the man’s temple.

“You’re right. I’m not going to shoot you tonight. But if anything ever happens to my wife or kid—if you ever get within a mile of my wife or kid—if I ever see you within a mile of my house—I’ll blow your fucking brains out and I’ll take a great deal of pleasure in doing it, Paul-baby. Are you getting the message?”

“I got it.”

Jake rose and backed off. “I jerked the wires off the spark plugs on your car. Put them back on and get the hell out of here.”

Tanana got slowly to his feet. “What about our stuff? Our wallets?”

“We’ll keep them. Maybe I’ll frame the CIA passes and display them over at the DIA. They’ll be wonderful souvenirs. Now get out.”

Tanana went.

Jake watched from the doorway as Tanana worked on the car. It took a couple minutes. “Rita, get a pencil and write this down. U.S. government plate, XRC-five-four-five.”

He was wondering if he’d hit the blond man too hard when Tanana slammed the hood down. He got behind the wheel, started the engine and backed out onto the street.

“I think you cracked the other guy’s skull,” Toad said as the sedan drove slowly away. Typical Tarkington, Jake reflected. He could almost read his boss’s mind.

Jake closed the door and locked it. “I could sure use a cup of coffee.”

Callie was sitting on the stairs waiting for him when he came through the front door. After he ensured the door was locked behind him, he hung up his coat and took a seat on the step beside her.

“Who were they?”

Jake passed her the wallets. She opened them and looked at the licenses, credit cards, and other items. When she had finished he handed her the CIA passes.

“CIA,” she whispered.

Jake extracted his own wallet from his right hip pocket and took out his driver’s license. He held it out so he could see it. “I got this about a year and a half ago. Look how it’s curved from being in the wallet and how the edges have frayed. Now look at those other licenses.”

Callie did so. “They’re like new,” she said.

“They shouldn’t be. They were issued a couple years ago. And the credit cards. Notice how the black ink on the raised numbers has yet to rub off. I don’t think they’ve ever been used.”

“So?”

“These two clowns were over at Tarkington’s when I got there. I slugged one and we searched the other.”

“They let you do this?”

“That’s an interesting question.” Jake pulled the pistol out and showed it to Callie. “You wave a gun around and everyone does what you tell them, just like in the movies.” And he had had the opportunity to surprise them. A couple of klutzs, or were they?

“What if they had had guns?”

“Then I’d have cheerfully shot the bastards and called the cops.” He stood. “So they didn’t have guns. They were betting I wouldn’t panic.” The more he thought about it, the more sure he was that the whole scene was just an act. But why?

“Let’s go to bed.”

He helped her to her feet.

“I still don’t understand,” she said. “Were they CIA or not?”

“I don’t know,” Jake said slowly. “Through the years several people have accused the CIA of using agents to deliver warnings—of intimidation attempts. Yet in every case where the accusation was made public, it turned out that the CIA had no agents like the people supposedly involved. Now you tell me—were those two guys CIA agents carrying their own ID, CIA agents carrying false ID, or someone else’s hired help using false CIA ID?”

“But the message is clear. Lay off.”

“Precisely. It’s from someone very powerful, someone who cannot be reached. And that is part of the message.”

He had the toothpaste on his brush and the brush in his mouth when it hit him.

He took the brush out of his mouth and stared at it. Then he examined the toothpaste tube. Nothing could be easier than poisoning a tube of toothpaste. Merely unscrew the cap and stick a syringe in, then screw the cap back on.

But they had had no syringe on them. At Tarkington’s house, anyway. For all he knew they could have thrown it in the gutter or put it in the garbage pail out behind the Graftons’ house where it would be hauled away on Tuesday.

A knot developed in his stomach.

He started to put the toothbrush back into his mouth, but he couldn’t.

Damn!

He rinsed out his mouth, then threw the toothbrush and the toothpaste into the wastebasket under the sink.

When he and Callie were in bed with the lights out, she asked, “How do you get yourself into these messes, anyway?”

“You make it sound like I’m a juvenile delinquent.”

“I’m scared.”

“That’s what they intended.”

“They succeeded. I’m frightened.”

“Me too,” he told her.
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