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PROLOGUE

 




One-Year Ago

 His eyes were those of the hunting hawk. Scanning the deserted street they missed nothing–not the buildings, dark and empty, the newspapers stacked on the corner awaiting pickup and distribution, or the dog that furtively shot down the alley. The temperature that day had peaked at over ninety degrees, and had not cooled much even at this hour. Before crossing over to the building he stopped, allowing his eyes to become accustomed to the light. He sniffed the air, detecting the smell of garbage ripened with age. Other than the distant wail of a lonely tomcat, it was quiet. At three o’clock in the morning, Cali was sleeping soundly. Everything was exactly as it should be.

 Clad in the Colombian national uniform–soiled khaki pants, sandals, and an equally dirty khaki shirt torn along the sleeve–his clothes had no labels that could identify him or where he was from. He wore no jewelry, carried no identification papers. What little money he carried had been issued by the Colombian government. Even his dental work would mislead, most of that having been done in Europe. Nothing that he wore, nothing that he had, was traceable back to the United States. He had meticulously applied stain to his already well tanned face, neck, hands, and arms until even his skin color wouldn’t give him away. The only hint that he was not what he seemed was the set of brown contact lenses that concealed the ice blue color of his eyes.

 On one shoulder he carried a pouch with the tools of his trade. As he neared the entrance to the building across the street from his hotel, he removed a small black anodized aluminum box from the pouch. In the darkness of the entrance, he extended its small whip antenna until it locked in place, and then shifted the box until the light from the nearest street lamp reflected off its control panel. He could have risked using a flashlight, but there was no sense taking any chances. Once he could make out the front panel controls, he flipped the rocker switch at the bottom of the box to “on”.

 The box had two columns of lights and toggle switches. The column on the left was titled simply “door”, the one on the right, “TV”. Underneath each inscription was a single red LED denoting its status. With the power on, both LEDs glowed red. 

 He glanced again at his watch; its luminescent hands pointed to three twenty. With the odds already in his favor, there was no sense in rushing things. He checked the street again; it remained clear. He felt for the left toggle, and then flipped it on. Immediately, the leftmost red status light went out and the green LED came on. One floor below, a similar transceiver connected to the building’s security system computer received the coded radio signal sent by the black aluminum box. It recognized the digital ‘handshake’, decoded the instruction, and immediately processed the command. 

 An hour earlier, the guards had placed the entire building into its secured mode. All doors were electronically monitored for intrusion, all windows protected against breakage or cutting. Halls were scanned for unwanted incursions, and the sensors backed up by strategically placed closed circuit television cameras. The status panel in front of the two security officers never flickered; all zones reported in as “normal”. The complex was secure. 

 He had had the building under surveillance for over a week, and had the timing of the security patrols down pat. Every thirty five minutes one of the guards would leave the basement control center and begin checking the building perimeter. He’d have less than twenty five minutes to complete his task. Of course that assumed the guard held to his original tour of the building. If the guard deviated from his established routine in any way, the game would be up. 

 He placed the box down in the corner of the doorway, and then focused his attention on the front doors. From the looks of the standard pin tumbler lock, the building’s owner relied heavily on the security system. The would be burglar placed his torsion wrench in the lower portion of the keyway, and then applied pressure to see which direction the core would turn. It moved only slightly counterclockwise. 

 Using a feeler pick, he started at the back of the core, pushing the bottom pin up while straining to hear the telltale click that indicated the pin he was working on was above the shear line. As he moved forward from the back of the lock, he maintained the pressure on the keyway, lifting each successive pin. It was painstaking work, with each pin being moved anywhere from a hundredth to a sixteenth of an inch. It took him less than two minutes to shift the five tumblers above the shear line and thereby releasing the lock mechanism. It always looked easier on television.

 Again he glanced down at the black box. The green door status light and the red TV light stared back at him. Before opening the door, the man picked up the box and flicked the switch under “TV” to its “on” position. 

 A week earlier, the security system’s time/date generator, or TDG, had failed inexplicably. The TDG superimposed on each video image the number of the camera taping the shot along with the time and date the video was taken. In spite of the failure, all other security system functions remained fully operational. The problem had been duly reported to the manufacturer’s factory representative. A service call was scheduled, but not for another week.

 In the security center a floor away, the computer instructed the recorder to rewind and index the lobby footage recorded precisely twenty four hours earlier. The system computer kept an accurate count of each inch of videotape, matching the section of tape against any security alarms. Seconds later, the video tape recorder cabled to the lobby camera spun up to speed. When the recorder reached the right point on the tape, the computer issued a playback command, switching the video from the recorder to the appropriate television monitor. At the same time, it switched out the live video coming from the camera in the lobby. Unaware that they were watching yesterday’s videotape, the guards remained blissfully ignorant of the switch.

 After completing its tasks, the computer sent an “all clear” signal to the radio transceiver secreted in the security console. The transceiver sent another low power transmission back to the intruder’s black anodized box. The red LED flashed off, the green one on. He was in the clear. 

 With his countdown stopwatch set to thirty minutes, the stranger opened the door. He waited to see if he could trust his life to modern electronics, or whether the sounds of sirens and bells would accompany his entrance. The building remained quiet. No alarm gongs sounded; there was no flurry of activity by the night security staff. 

 Directly in line with the main entrance were the custom made teak reception desk, easily twelve feet long, and his target. A modesty screen consisting of blue fabric stretched over a teak panel in front kept visitors from eyeing the receptionist’s shapely legs. Though cocaine was their biggest export product, Colombia still was a very Catholic country. Before moving the receptionist’s chair from behind the desk, the stranger placed two strips of masking tape on the floor denoting the chair’s original position. 

 Once he was satisfied that he could replace the chair in the exact position he had found it, the intruder knelt down behind the desk and used his flashlight to illuminate the panel behind the modesty screen. He needed to locate the compartment behind the portion of the desk directly in line with the front door. Finding it, he carefully removed the two screws holding the panel to the desk. No longer secured to the front of the desk, the panel came away in his hand. Satisfied with the position, he drilled an inch and a half hole in the front of the desk near the top. He was careful not to tear the blue fabric. Twenty two minutes left.

 Before hefting the steel box out of his pouch, the stranger wiped the sweat from his brow. Already ten minutes had elapsed. It was going to be close. The box was heavy, and dropping it on the floor directly over the security center would most likely get him killed. Approximately six inches deep, it had four mounting ears for fastening to the desk. From the front, a short length of steel pipe protruded, while a small wire hung out from the bottom.

 He fitted the pipe into the hole that he had drilled, sliding it forward until he could barely feel the pipe’s front edge behind the blue material. It was snug, a perfect fit. He took four inch long wood screws from his pocket, and fastened the assembly to the desk. Then he replaced the back panel, and cleaned up the sawdust left from his drilling, and put it in his pocket. Before removing the masking tape from the floor, he carefully replaced the receptionist’s chair. He checked his watch again; less than five minutes remained before the guard would reach the lobby.

 The last thing left to do was the easiest. The American walked half the distance between the reception desk and the front glass doors, stopping at that point and facing the main entrance. As he paced the distance to the door, the American counted silently to himself, “One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three . . .” When he reached the door, he made a mental note of the count and turned to see if he had left anything in the lobby. Satisfied that there were no traces of his visit, he gently closed the door. Another few minutes were spent resetting the door lock. With that done, the man turned off the two switches on his handheld controller. Both status lights burned red. He’d made it.

 A floor below, the security computer received the signal from the handheld unit. Immediately, it re-secured the front door, while activating another command that switched the video displayed on the lobby monitor back to the lobby camera. The computer stopped, and then indexed the security system’s video tape recorder. If anyone checked the recording equipment, they would find that the machine had mysteriously failed to record the entire evening’s operations. But no one would bother doing that until after tomorrow, and by then it wouldn’t matter.


. . . . . .

 Outside the estancia, Manuel Ortega waited for his driver to open the door to the Rolls Royce. Although born and raised in Colombia, Ortega still found the heat and humidity oppressive. The cool, dry air from inside the car dried the sweat from his jowls as he eased his bulk onto the rear seat. 

 His driver quickly shut the door. The last man to offend the drug lord’s sensitivities found himself barefoot, slogging coca leaves in a vat of sulfuric acid–and he was lucky to be alive. The driver got into the car and checked to make certain that the thermostatically controlled air conditioning was set exactly at seventy degrees, right where Señor Ortega liked it. 

 The drive from Ortega’s estanza outside Cali to his offices in the city took approximately twenty minutes. Although none of his patrón’s bodyguards rode in the limousine, the eight men spread out in two cars were always nearby. One car led the way down the expansive drive toward the estanza’s main gate while the other took up position in the rear of the motorcade. The men chosen to guard Ortega had been hand picked from the sicarios, the paid assassins, he commanded. Each was armed with his sidearm of choice, usually a high capacity nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol. In addition, two men in each car carried Uzi submachine guns while another cradled a sawed off twelve-gauge shotgun. On the rear seats of both vehicles, fragmentation grenades hung from metal clips. All told the firepower, which Ortega’s bodyguards could bring to bear against any aggressor, was staggering. Ortega paid his sicarios well. He was not going to have them bought out from under him by one of the rival gangs, or worse by the Norte Americanos. The longer Ortega lived, the more each man made. 

 The drug lord glanced around the Rolls Royce’s interior, marveling at the car’s beauty. Ortega breathed in the aroma of well oiled leather, and then ran his fingers over the polished mahogany panels. As they had with the rest of his personal vehicles, Rolls Royce had shipped the car directly from their factory in England to a company in Florida. The Miami firm had stripped away the interiors of each car, swaddling the vehicle in a cocoon of bulletproof Lexan and Kevlar panels. Bulletproof glass capable of stopping everything short of artillery round replaced each window, and the tires were all puncture proof. Ortega’s jefe of security had overseen the installation of an elaborate two way communications system for all three vehicles, with each voice scrambled transceiver tuned to a dedicated frequency. 

 Ortega banged on the glass partition. “What are we waiting for? Do you think I’ve got all day, fool?” Startled, the driver sounded the horn, signaling the lead car to move out.

 Slowly, the entourage snaked its way onto the main road into Cali. Each day, they varied the time they left the estanza, as well as the route taken into the city. Ortega’s driver knew what had happened to ex President Somoza, whose bulletproof car had been hit by an antitank rocket that ripped off the car’s roof, leaving the occupants to the mercy of the hit squad. Those who had survived the initial onslaught perished when the assassins strafed the car. The chauffeur was highly motivated to make sure that didn’t happen to the patrón–or to him.

 The driver pressed down harder on the accelerator, narrowing the gap between the Rolls and the lead car. He had been told numerous times that keeping close was very important, so that anyone trying to separate the Rolls from the other two cars would not be able to do so. He had no doubts that whatever evil befell Ortega would descend upon him and his family tenfold. Since he had assumed his role, there had been four attempts on Ortega’s life. None had been successful.

 As they neared the city, the uniformed traffic police passed the motorcade through the busy intersections. Behind smoked glass, Ortega smiled as the officer raised his white-gloved hand in salute. The patrón was a man to be reckoned with, a man to be respected by all who came in contact with him, someone to be feared.

 When the cars pulled up in front of the office building housing the far flung cocaine empire, Ortega’s bodyguards threw open their doors and began their routine check of the area. Armed with Uzis, they scanned the tops of the surrounding buildings and the windows overlooking the busy thoroughfare searching for snipers while Ortega remained safely in the limousine until his chief of security signaled the “all clear”. Only then would the drug lord exit the Rolls and walk, flanked by his security men, into the lobby of the building. Each man covered his assigned area ready to react to any threat aimed at Ortega.

 In a hotel room, three stories up and across the Calle San Cristobal from where Ortega sat in air conditioned comfort, the Norte Americano also waited for the all clear signal. In his hand he held a small radio transmitter. Unlike the unit he had used earlier that morning, this masterpiece of electronic technology did not communicate with a sophisticated computer. It had one function, and one function alone: vermin extermination. A small yellow light on the control panel blinked on and off, signaling that Ortega was within range. From where the American sat, he had a clear view of the building across the street and its entrance. He was careful not to move the curtains that shielded him from Ortega’s bodyguards. If the sicarios spooked, he’d be back to square one.

 Señor Ortega’s cocaine empire had finally garnered the full attention of the Committee. While the United States government spent billions to stanch the flow of the cartel’s cocaine, the Committee decided to take more drastic action. The American was the first, possibly not the last, but definitely the most crucial, step in putting Ortega out of business.

 With the coast was clear, Ortega’s chief of security gestured to the driver, who hurried to open the rear door. Quickly he stepped aside, allowing his patrón to leave the vehicle. At the same time, two bodyguards rushed to open the twin glass doors leading into the lobby. Inside, on either side of the main entrance, Ortega had posted two men who provided for his security and complemented his personal detachment during the day. As it did every morning, the security ballet was going as planned.

 Ortega had spent a million dollars on one of the most elaborate electronic security systems in the world. State-of-the-art sensors protected the building’s entire perimeter along with key areas such as Ortega’s office suite. Balanced magnetic switches secured each exterior door so that anyone opening any of these doors would immediately trigger the alarm. The system was so advanced that even sophisticated attempts at defeating it would alert the guards. Only the system computer could disarm zones in the building, and Ortega’s people were in total control of it. Ortega thought it somewhat ironic that the product of an American firm should protect the one man the United States government wanted to get its hands on so badly. Asi’ es la vida, such is life.

 His path secure, Ortega entered the lobby, catching his receptionist’s broad smile. Like most of the people working for Ortega, the young woman held him in both awe and fear. The size of his empire, all constructed on a foundation of la merca–cocaine–staggered the imagination. She knew Ortega owned houses throughout Colombia and in other South American countries where he was safe from extradition. Private planes exclusively for his use waited at various airports, and a fleet of fancy foreign cars were at his beck and call. She had heard of wild all-night parties thrown on his hundred-and-fifty-foot oceangoing yacht. Orgies where beautiful women, caviar, the best champagne, and of course the ubiquitous white powder were served up to Ortega’s guests.

 Across the street, the American finished counting and pressed the pushbutton. The remote transmitter sent a coded signal to the steel box hidden in the confines of the reception desk. The receiver’s microprocessor decoded the signal, matched it to the code stored in its memory, and released the solenoid. Once free, the spring loaded hammer detonated the primer of the twelve-gauge shotgun shell sending fifteen pieces of buckshot on their deadly journey. 

 The girl was about to wish the patrón a good morning when a deafening roar permeated the lobby. First she thought it was a bomb, but she felt no pain and neither smoke nor debris filled the room. Then she knew–it was a gunshot.

 Ortega caught the deadly blast square in the chest. He staggered, clutching his paunch. Blood spurted from several holes, some low, others in his chest. His white dress shirt sprouted crimson flowers as blood seeped through the material. 

 As Ortega crumbled to the floor, his bodyguards, unsure of where the shot came from, split off, covering all directions. Those in the lobby pointed their weapons at the receptionist, as she sat in stunned silence. They were sure the shot came from behind the desk, yet the girl sat there apparently too shaken to move. Her hands were empty; the bodyguards held their fire.

 Out on the street, Ortega’s guards searched the rooftops of the surrounding buildings, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. No one ran down the street, and there were no movements in any of the windows over the Calle San Cristobal. Inside his headquarters, a spreading pool of blood started underneath Ortega’s lifeless body and dribbled across the Italian marble floor.

 The American released his finger from the transmitter, and snatched up his pouch. Quickly, he glanced around the room, making sure that he had not left any trace of his presence. Then he checked the hall. So far Ortega’s henchmen hadn’t put it together, but it wouldn’t be long before they did. He left the room and went down the back stairs, heading for the rear entrance. His phantomlike movements would draw no attention to his departure. He would be well on his way back to the States before a real search for Ortega’s executioner began. 

 Ortega had been a careful man. His only mistake had been the acquisition of his ultramodern Steiner Aeronautics security system–and the Committee controlled Steiner Aeronautics.


. . . .


September 11

 A few blocks from city hall, he parked the car, and then eased his six foot two inch frame out from behind the wheel. He had chosen the sedan because of its size. He knew that he’d be putting countless miles on it, and he wanted to be comfortable. He fished a quarter from his pocket and fed the parking meter. 

 The nineteen thirties-style two-story building had seen better days, its façade old and cracking. He climbed the crazed concrete steps to the main entrance, where the two leaded glass doors had not yet given way to more contemporary replacements, and went inside. 

 This was not his first trip. He had been there a week before, so he knew exactly how to reach his destination. He took the first left past the front corridor and walked down the hall to the Records Office, his footsteps echoed his coming. The local area was famous for its rock quarries, and he wondered if the marble for the floor had come from one of them. He entered the office, and then waited patiently for the young lady behind the counter to take notice of his arrival.

 The wood counter ran from the entrance all the way to the far wall. Three oak benches with ornately carved armrests stood empty along the front wall to his left. Given the size of the town and the surrounding county, he wondered what, if anything, could possibly fill the place with people. Behind the counter, row after row of file cabinets and steel shelving held the birth, marriage, and death records of the county’s inhabitants. From the date chiseled into the cornerstone, there was little doubt that those records dated back to the First World War, and quite possibly to the late eighteen hundreds when the township was first incorporated. 

 The bastion guarding the town’s history was a woman who appeared to be in her mid twenties. She had meticulously applied her makeup; a light shade of lipstick provided additional color. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a neat bun. She wore a two piece professional looking suit with a white silk blouse. Eager to be of service, she rose quickly from her desk. She was exactly as he had expected. He knew that she had taken over the responsibilities of maintaining the town’s records after the spinster, who had held the job for some thirty-odd years had retired less than a month ago. Unconsciously, she smoothed her skirt over her knees then headed toward him. 

 He was a good-looking man, with sharp, angular features. His dark hair had been neatly brushed back. From a distance, she thought that he might be a bit overweight. Upon second glance, there didn’t appear to be an ounce of fat on the man. 

 “May I help you?” she asked. Other than routine requests from her neighbors, this was her first real customer. She could smell his cologne over her lightly scented perfume. It smelled masculine, arrogant, possibly intoxicating.

 “Good morning. I’d like a copy of my birth certificate,” he said.

 This was her first month in her new position as records clerk. When she took over the job, there was so little time for orientation she found herself constantly referring to the list of procedures developed by her predecessor. Those tasks that she had to do every week or so, like recording a birth, marriage, or death, she had down pat. This, however, was something new, and she wasn’t about to mess it up–not so early in her career.

 As she looked at his face, her eyes locked on to his gaze. Embarrassed, she tried to break the lock between her eyes and his, but she was powerless to do so. His eyes pierced her heart like a dagger. Just before her dilemma became uncomfortable, the stranger smiled profusely. Shaken, she wanted to get back to business. 

 Returning his smile, she asked, “Do you have any identification?”

 He reached into his wallet and removed his Virginia driver's license, handing it over. “This is all I've got,” he answered smoothly. She detected a note of concern in his voice. “It’ll be fine, sir. When were you born?”

 “Nineteen fifty six, September 22 to be exact.” He flashed his big smile at her again. He needed to put her at ease.

 “I’ll take care of this right now,” she said taking the driver’s license back to the Xerox machine. The scent of his cologne followed her back to her desk. Too bad he wasn’t from the area. The available men in town, some of whom she had dated, were content to live life from one Friday night to the next as long as they had a case of beer in the fridge for the weekend. 

 She glanced at the license, John Grant, no middle initial. She removed a large, bound book from the voluminous tomes that filled the floor to ceiling shelves on one side of the room. She paged through it, quickly locating the record of birth. From her desk drawer she took an official birth certificate form, and placed it in her typewriter. She glanced over at the counter, hoping that he wasn’t watching her. The stranger had turned and moved over to near the front window. No longer on edge, her fingers found the appropriate keys. Fortunately, other than filling in routine information such as the date of birth, place of birth, and parents’ names, there really wasn’t much to do. She finished typing, removed the form from the typewriter, got up, and walked back to the counter. 

 “Here you go. That’ll be twenty five dollars,” she said handing him the certificate and an envelope, conscious of the touch when his hand met hers.

 He removed two ten-dollar bills and a five from his wallet, and then passed them across the counter. “Thanks a lot for the help.”

 Smiling, he left the office and made his way back down the musty corridors of the town hall, and out into the sunshine. He walked up the street to his car, got in, and backed out of the parking space. Once out of town, he followed the road signs directing him back to Interstate 81, entered the highway taking the southbound ramp, and merged back into the stream of obscure cars and equally anonymous souls.


. . . .

 The church, designed in 1704, was patterned after an old Bohemian one. Its well pointed brick façade had withstood the ravages of time and the weather, owing to the care the church received from its parishioners. The church spire stood directly over the oval main entrance, and served as a constant reminder to the members of the parish to live their lives in concert with the Lord’s commandments.

 The twin white doors in front opened directly into the nave, where two aisles led through the chancel and up to the sanctuary trisecting the rows of pews. Along the middle of one exterior wall, a brick chimney rose over a fireplace. Long ago abandoned in favor of a modern oil fired furnace, the hearth no longer provided heat to those kneeling in prayer. 

 On both sides of the church, large, arched windows, framed by black shutters, accentuated the period architecture. During the hot summer months, the windows remained open during Sunday services. Other than the occasional chirp of a bird, only the prayers of the congregation permeated the surrounding hills and valleys.

 On the church’s south side, surrounded by a three-foot-high stonewall, stood the cemetery. Less a bulwark than a symbolic boundary line, the wall delineated the world of the living from that of the dead. Gravestones dating back to the mid seventeen hundreds stood in a pattern long ago sacrificed in favor of the best use of the limited space. Some were quite large, commensurate with their owner’s pocketbooks, while others were more modest. Most of the headstones were chiseled from granite brought from local quarries. The names of the dearly departed along with the dates of their passage on earth were etched deeply into the stone–as if the depth of the inscription could somehow reflect the family’s pain. 

 On the older stones, the weather and the ravages of time had tried feebly to erase the records of birth and death. Here the inscriptions almost blended into the face of the stone. On the newer stones, the names of the deceased stood in stark contrast to the chalky white face of the stone. Engraved on a highly polished black marble stone was the name “John Grant” followed by the dates “September 22, 1956, to August 31, 1957.”
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September 25

 The chauffeur driven Cadillac limousine slowed almost to a stop outside the tall, black wrought-iron gate. A complex steel framework, hidden underground, firmly secured three motorized retractable steel pylons in such a manner that anyone attempting to ram their way through the gate in anything short of a tractor trailer would never make it. After terrorists ran the security gauntlet at the Beirut Marine barracks in a truck laden with explosives, security became an issue in the nation’s capital. To protect against such an attack, large concrete “planters” stood along the entrances to key government installations. The White House Complex was no exception. 

 Originally, the Secret Service’s Technical Security Division’s plan for enhanced security had excluded vehicle barriers. But right after the new intrusion detection system went operational, a borderline paranoid schizophrenic, cloaked in a dynamite laden vest, crashed through the gates. Luckily, then President Ford was not there at the time of the incident. Not faced with an imminent threat to the life of the President, the Secret Service brought in skilled hostage negotiators. As a result, the would be assassin lived. He was subsequently arrested and given a lengthy vacation at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital, Washington’s leading mental institution. Nonetheless, the need for sophisticated vehicle barriers had become apparent. 

 As the Cadillac drew to a stop, two members of the United States Secret Service’s Uniformed Division approached the car. The vehicle and its occupants had reached the first of two concentric circles protecting the President of the United States. The most visible are the men and women of the Uniformed Division; the plainclothes agents who surround the President make up the second, inner circle. 

 “Sir, may I see your pass?” the officer requested politely. Looking beyond the driver and into the rear seat, he recognized the distinguished visitor from previous visits. Still, there was no guarantee that the well dressed man in the back of the limousine still possessed valid access to the Complex. The passenger pressed the “down” button, lowering his window. Through it, he handed the Uniformed Division officer his White House pass. 

 The Complex had recently upgraded its electronic access control system. Until recently, the uniformed security personnel had to match the wearer to the photograph on the ID card, an approach with a few too many holes. There was always the chance that someone could counterfeit a badge or substitute a picture on the genuine article. The old system had been tested by the Secret Service and failed once too often. The new system was based on computer verification, and unlike people, the computers weren’t subject to a bad day. 

 The UD officer took the pass and gave it a quick once over, checking the tamper seal. Then he compared the face of the man in rear seat against the computer generated color photo on the front of the credential. Same silver gray hair professionally coiffured, dark eyes, and patrician nose, sculptured face, all packaged in what had to be a two thousand dollar suit. 

 Satisfied of its apparent authenticity, he inserted the badge into the credential verifier. A computer elsewhere in the Complex compared the credential’s ID number to a list stored in its memory. In milliseconds a match was obtained, and a verification signal was sent to the gatehouse. The man in the back of the limousine had passed the first stage of the screening process. 

 The officer handed the passenger a wireless keypad similar to the ones used on telephones. The visitor to the Oval Office punched in several digits, his personal identification number. When he hit the “enter” button, a small transmitter in the base of the unit transmitted the data to a special radio receiver in the gatehouse. From there, the PIN was sent electronically by hardwire to the host computer for comparison. Only after obtaining a match would the computer allow the next stage of the identification process to begin. 

 Finally, software operating the Workers and Visitors Enrollment System, WAVES, automatically cross checked the President's appointment schedule. The link verified that the visitor was scheduled to meet with the President today. When the automated system finished its three checks, a green light flashed on in the security cubicle. The system then displayed the visitor’s name and agency affiliation–in this case “CIV” for an unaffiliated civilian–on a small computer display in front of the officer at the West Executive Avenue entrance. The whole process took less than ten seconds. 

 The security officer glanced at the display and then turned to the President's guest. “Have a good day, Mr. Wingate,” the officer said, handing the pass back to its owner. Nothing was said in response. Charles Wingate didn’t appreciate anything short of instant recognition–not even at the White House.

 Since the driver would also be entering the grounds, the officers checked his driver’s license against the information provided by the Secret Service’s Pass and ID Section. Once they verified the information, the UD officer directed him to park six spaces from the West Wing entrance, on the left side of the road. 

 Before he returned to his post, the officer spoke again to the chauffeur. “Please remain with your vehicle. We have to check the car for explosives.” The driver nodded, acknowledging the request. Within minutes, a canine patrol consisting of the dog and his handler would go over the car. At all other entrances to the Complex, packages were checked for concealed weapons and explosives. On West Executive Avenue, where access was limited to high-level staff, members of the Cabinet, and VIPs, the Secret Service relied on canine patrols to screen for hidden explosives.

 A command from the gatehouse lowered the three pylons into the ground. Once they were flush with the road surface, the gates were opened and the limousine allowed to enter. The Cadillac pulled into the Complex past some tourists who peered at the limousine, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever dignitary was in the car.

 Charles Wingate III didn’t wait for his driver to come around to open his door, but got out of the car and made his way quickly under the green awning portico and over to the West Wing’s lower level entrance. Wingate knew his way around the White House. Since his friend Daniel Varrick had been elected to the presidency, he had been there on many occasions, some business, others social. 

 At the top of the steps, he encountered two plainclothes Secret Service agents. He knew the closer he got to the hallowed office, the heavier security would be. Wingate walked through a wooden portico that housed special weapon detection equipment, and toward the agents, smiling as the agents’ eyes scrutinized the annunciator panel built into the desk. Everyone, despite position or rank, who sought an audience with the President of the United States, was surreptitiously screened before being allowed to enter the Oval Office.

 “The President will be with you in a minute, sir.” He recognized Wingate-code name “Stockman”-as one of the President's oldest and most trusted friends and advisors. Wingate exuded an aura of power that seemed to equalize, if not dwarf, that of the Oval Office.

 His ego mollified, Wingate smiled. “Thank you.” A few minutes later, the President's secretary came out to escort him into the Oval Office. Wingate followed the woman down the hall. He approached the door to the Oval Office and had started to knock, when it opened. Daniel Varrick stood there, a wide smile on his face. 

 At slightly over six feet in height, Varrick wasn’t exceptionally tall. In spite of the Oval Office’s hectic schedule, Varrick had put on a few pounds, most likely the result of too many state dinners. At his first inauguration, Varrick’s hair had been peppered with gray. Now, well into his second term, the gray was winning the battle. The President wore a charcoal-colored Armani suit, pale blue shirt, and dark gray tie accented by light blue stripes. 

 President Varrick clasped Wingate’s hand in his. The warmth of his handshake and the glint of his hazel eyes signaled his joy at seeing his old friend again. “Charles, it’s been too long since we’ve had a chance to sit down and shoot the bull. Oops, probably shouldn’t have said that out here,” Daniel Varrick said looking around to see who might be within earshot. “I could find myself being quoted on the seven o’clock news. Come in.” The President of the United States stood aside allowing his guest to precede him.

 Wingate thought the Oval Office always seemed smaller in real life than on television. Maybe it was the slightly domed ceiling with the bas relief Presidential seal that made the room look larger when captured by the television cameras. To the right of the door stood the President's desk, chair, and credenza. Like many of his predecessors, Daniel Varrick elected to use the historic Resolute desk. A gift from Queen Victoria, the desk had been presented to President Franklin Pierce by the British monarch. 

 As far as he could tell, Daniel Varrick really hadn’t made many changes in the furnishing of his office since his election. The gold draperies and white carpeting were still there. Of course the two flags were in their positions alongside the credenza. The American flag was on the credenza’s right side while the flag of the President of the United States stood on the left. 

 An eerie feeling came over Wingate as he looked out the green laminate bullet-resistant windows behind the credenza and across the White House lawn. The green tint served as a constant reminder of the perils that went with the job Daniel Varrick had sworn to perform to the best of his ability.

 Wingate started toward one of the chairs next to the President's desk until Varrick motioned him toward the office’s sitting area–the latter consisting of two facing couches separated by a small oval coffee table. After the men sat, the President asked, “How about some coffee? Or something stronger?”

 “Coffee would be fine, thanks. But no decaf,” Wingate added as an afterthought. “The last thing I need is to fall asleep here.”

 The President laughed. “That’s right you’ve wanted a fair number of jobs, but never this one. Can’t blame you. William H. Taft called the Oval Office “The loneliest place in the World”. I guess it is, unless you include the Kremlin.” The President reached under the end table to the right of the couch. He uncradled the telephone handset, punched a button on the comm console, and then spoke briefly. 

 Over the years, each man had found his road to success. Wingate had inherited a small but respectable fortune from his late father. He had taken the money, and done exactly what his father had told him to do-he invested it wisely. Slowly the fortune grew. 

 First it increased from astute investments in the stock market. Later his investments earned an even greater return as the budding young companies, which grew as a result of Wingate seed money, went public. Each public offering repaid the firm’s initial investors at least fifty times over. As always, the Wingate Trust was at the head of the line.

 In spite of Wingate’s financial success, fate had dealt the man a tough hand. First, his only son had died in Vietnam in the latter days of the war. The President saw first hand the toll that the boy’s death had taken on his chief supporter. Yet he was powerless to ease his friend’s pain. 

 The death of their only child had a profound effect on Wingate’s wife, Joanna. After the funeral, she relinquished her right to live, even withdrawing from the various charities that she had so fervently supported. Instead, she spent more and more time at the estate–a virtual recluse. Before her son’s death, she had been a vibrant woman, eager to take on new challenges. Afterward she became visibly older and paler. Within two years, Charles Wingate suffered another body blow: the loss of his beloved wife to a heart attack. 

 Both politically and financially, Charles Wingate was a very powerful and extremely wealthy man. In spite of it all, he could not bring back his son or stop Joanna’s downhill slide. He could influence the nation’s choice for the presidency, and his financial empire allowed him to make charitable donations of a million dollars without a second thought. Yet feelings of frustration tormented him at every turn. It was the irony of life–fate gave you so many material things, then it took the two people away who meant everything to you–swiftly and without recourse. 

 The two men had always shared a close friendship. After Joanna’s death, however their relationship had grown stronger. In spite of his political commitments, Daniel Varrick was there to offer support to his old friend. Wingate often thought that without Varrick’s friendship he would never have made it through the loss of his family. They made it a point to meet at least once a month informally no matter what else was happening. Even after Varrick reached the White House, they continued their monthly get togethers. 

 A knock on the door signaled the arrival of their coffee. The steward from the White House mess came in and placed a silver tray on the dark wood table. The tray held a carafe of coffee, spoons, and two cups with the Presidential seal, sweetener and cream. “Should I serve the coffee, Mr. President?” the steward asked.

 “No, thank you. We’ll be fine,” Daniel Varrick replied. Even the White House mess personnel were treated with uncommon respect. As the man left the room, the President reached for the carafe.

 Charles Wingate chuckled over the President of the United States pouring his coffee. Daniel Varrick would never consider letting the trappings of the Oval Office get in the way of their relationship. 

 As the President sipped his coffee, Wingate asked, “So what urgent matter of state made you decide to drag me in here on a moment’s notice?”

 The lightheartedness evaporated from Daniel Varrick’s face. “There’s something going on, and I want your input.” The President placed his cup on the table, and then removed a stack of documents from a leather briefcase next to the couch. Each report was spiral bound, and topped with a red cover with the words “Top Secret” prominently displayed. Red hash marks flashed around the outer edges.

 “These were generated by various federal law enforcement and intelligence agencies–FBI, CIA, Defense Intelligence Agency, NSA, you name it. Most deal with on going investigations. For instance, this is from the Bureau,” the President said selecting one document from the pile, “is a summation of an investigation in which certain members of Congress are believed to be pressuring the Air Force to award the new multiforce fighter contract to a specific supplier.”

 “Business as usual.” Wingate interjected. “Every time there’s a major procurement, every senator and congressman lobbies to make certain that his state gets the contract.”

 “Exactly. But this time, the Bureau thinks that money–large amounts of it– has changed hands,” Varrick said as he dropped the report back on to the stack.

 “If you think federal laws have been violated, have the FBI arrest the guilty parties,” Wingate said unsure why this case would warrant different handling from so many others.

 “If it were as easy as that, I’d be happy. But it’s not. There’s more going on here than a couple of elected representatives with their money grabbing hands out. It’s much bigger than that. You see that’s not the only extent of the problem,” the President said, picking up the sheaf of reports.

 “Okay, here’s the kickback case.” The President dropped the report on the coffee table. “Then there’s the CIA. They think that some shadow organization, international in scope, is in the process of rigging the South African elections.” Another top-secret report dropped on to the stack.

 “Then there’s Treasury’s Office of Intelligence Support. One of their investigations in concert with the Germans points to a massive conspiracy to control the Deutschemark.” A third report was added to the growing stack.

 “The Mossad is almost certain that some group, whose origin is outside of Israel, has somehow put pressure on their government ostensibly to ease the tensions between the Arabs and Israelis.”

 Wingate gently placed his cup on the table. “That kind of political maneuvering’s been going on since the beginning of time. Foreign elections have been rigged, and currency exchange rates fixed. Nothing’s changed.”

 “I don’t agree. There’s a common thread throughout these reports, not to mention the ones I haven’t shown you.”

 “And that is?” Wingate asked biting his lip.

 “Don’t get me wrong, Charles. I’m not paranoid. But in each investigation, there’s mention of, or some indication of, a powerful covert group operating behind a thick veil of secrecy.”

 Wingate caught his breath.

 The President went on. “You’ve got operations in more cities than I can name, and substantial business dealings in every major country and most third world ones from Brunei to Timbuktu. Have you ever run across anything like this?”

 Charles Wingate thought for a few minutes before answering. “No, Daniel, I haven’t. Sure, we’ve seen influence peddling, kickbacks, and the like from time to time, but nothing of the magnitude you’re alluding to. If such an organization exists, it’s certainly news to me.”

 “I had hoped that you might be able to shed some light on my little mystery. I guess I’ll get out my own flashlight,” the President said nodding toward where the classified documents that lay on the table.

 “What are you going to do?” Wingate asked.

 “For now, nothing. I’ve got to get my new economic program ready for Congress. And this time, I want to eclipse Capitol Hill and tell the American people about the plan before every pundit, demagogue, and lobbyist tears it apart. That should take several weeks. Once that’s out of the way, I intend to put every intelligence agency from the Pentagon to the Library of Congress’s Federal Research Division on this. If there is a sub rosa group operating either here or abroad, I’m going to find it. And when I do, I’ll focus enough light on them to give them a sunburn!”

 The communications console beneath the end table chirped, interrupting their discussion. The President reached down to pick up the phone. “Yes, Linda, I didn’t forget the meeting with the senators, just the time,” the President said looking at his watch. “We’re wrapping it up now. Please ask the gentlemen from the Hill to wait.”

 As Daniel Varrick hung up the phone, Charles Wingate rose. Extending his hand toward Wingate, Daniel Varrick said, “Thanks for coming in. Given the gravity of this situation, I really didn’t want to have this discussion over the phone.”

 As they walked out of the Oval Office, the President put his arm around Wingate’s shoulders. “Let’s get together again soon. You’re sorely missed around here.”


. . . . . .

 Wingate left the West Wing and headed back to his Cadillac. As he neared the car, he glanced quickly at his gold Patek Phillip watch. Leaving downtown Washington at this hour meant he’d probably hit the afternoon rush hour. The trip back to the estate would take longer than he had originally planned. Wingate’s driver was already out of the car, holding open the rear door. As the chauffeur got behind the wheel, he pressed a button lowering the glass window between the front and rear compartments. 

 “Where to, sir?”

 “Back to the estate, please, Arthur.”

 “Yes sir.” He backed the car out of the parking space and drove slowly up West Executive Avenue until he was at the north gate. The Uniformed Division officer in the small white security building nodded as he initiated the opening sequence for exit onto Pennsylvania Avenue. 

 The anti vehicle barriers lowered slowly into the road surface, and the gates opened, allowing the limousine to enter the stream of traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue. As they made the left turn and headed back to the Parkway, Charles Wingate raised the partition. He had a great deal of thinking to do.


. . . . . .







CHAPTER
1

 In medieval times, a large moat with at least one well-placed drawbridge would have surrounded the estate. Today, however, ancient fortifications had given way to electrically controlled gates, elaborate intrusion sensors, and closed-circuit television cameras that continuously swept the roads leading onto the property.

 The centerpiece of Wingate’s estate was the mansion house, which had a commanding view of the hills and valleys making up the five-hundred-acre estate. Wingate had built the mansion on top of the largest hill on the property, set back from, and out of sight of, the main road. The two-story U shaped edifice dominated the estate. Two large wings, one to the left and one to the right of the house’s main section, ran perpendicular to the front of the mansion; the left wing housed Wingate’s personal library.

 Other smaller houses, used for the infrequent guest and for those staff members whose presence was required around the clock, as well as maintenance buildings, stood farther back, and out of sight of the main house. A small network of private drives connected the various buildings on the estate to the surrounding country roads, which in turn linked up with the access roads leading out to the rest of the world.

 The black stretch limousine took a circuitous route through a small grove of evergreens before stopping at the main entrance. Charles Wingate III got out of the car and bounded up the marble steps running the length of the mansion. 

 The mansion’s entrance was over twelve feet wide and consisted of a pair of double doors with fixed sections, one to the left and one to the right. Thick leaded glass with a Tudor design of interconnected circles and diamonds chilled the normally warm appearance of the medium oak doors. As Charles Wingate walked through the door, Cedric, his majordomo, met him.

 “The plans are complete for this evening, sir. The staff is prepared to serve dinner at nine o’clock, if that’s satisfactory.”

 “That’ll be fine,” he said, dismissing him. 

 Of all the rooms in the stately dwelling, Wingate felt most at ease in the library. It was and always would be “his” room. He walked through the double doors leading into the expansive room.

 Wingate’s credenza was directly in front of the picture window that looked out over the broad expanse of lawn. Like its matching desk, the credenza was handmade out of the best rosewood; its finish reflecting the care expended on it. Sitting on the credenza, in a position that reflected its importance, was a silver framed photograph of a young soldier in full battlefield dress. Wingate’s son had sent the photograph, and it had come a long way, from Vietnam. The likeness had originally consisted of three soldiers; Wingate, however, lacking any real interest in anyone other than the man in the middle, had had the photo cropped so that only his son’s image remained.

 Directly in front of the credenza, Charles Wingate’s chair sat facing the double wood doors leading into the library. Some people thought the placement of the desk and chair had to do with being able to immediately greet whoever walked through the door. Others were equally certain that Wingate felt safer facing the door.

 A well dressed man in his early forties rose from behind the large, oval cherry conference table as Wingate entered the room. 

 “Lawrence, how good to see you,” Wingate said clasping the younger man’s manicured hand. 

 “Good to see you again, sir,” Lawrence Ettleberg replied.

 “Congratulations on your appointment as chairman. Having known your father for years, I can attest to his confidence in your ability.” 

 “Thank you.”

 The Ettleberg family fortune had come from the banks that once carried the family name. Lawrence’s great-grandfather had started a small bank in the Midwest. Over the years, under careful tutelage, the enterprise grew. With the inherent stability that a larger bank brings to the region it services came increased deposits. In the early nineteen hundreds, the First Union Bank was poised to become a major participant in financing the food belt, at exactly the right time.

 Under Ettleberg’s father, the bank’s stewardship had remained in capable hands. The elder Ettleberg led the bank and its many branches through the Great Depression, bringing it out of those impossible years damaged, but not down for the count. He continued guiding it through the expansionist times preceding World War II, and then through the war years. 

 All the while, he was carefully grooming his son to succeed him. Before the younger Ettleberg knew anything about the intricacies of commercial banking, he was enrolled in the finest preparatory schools. He then attended Harvard for his undergraduate education. Only after he received his advanced degree from the Wharton School of Finance was he allowed to enter the hallowed halls of the First Union Bank. Even then, it wasn’t until after his son’s apprenticeship that his father exposed him to the larger mercantile operations section of the business.

 “I think we’ll be more comfortable in front of the fireplace.” Wingate led his guest over to where four high backed chairs stood in a semicircle facing the mammoth hearth. A roaring fire spilled heat out into the room. “Please, make yourself comfortable,” Wingate said. “By the way, how’s business?”

 “All in all, pretty good. We’ve written off most of our bad debt and strengthened the balance sheet. We’re lending to farmers, now that the administration has kicked the international wheat market in the tail. I expect a good year, not only for the bank, but also for its customers.”

 “Glad to hear it,” Wingate replied. He knew that First Union had some money tied up in bad real estate loans. Obviously Ettleberg had taken steps to write down the problem accounts.

 “I must say that this is the most impressive private library I’ve ever seen,” Ettleberg said, surveying Wingate’s library. It was obvious that no expense had been spared during the library’s construction and subsequent furnishing. Ettelberg estimated the room to be sixty feet long and forty wide. 

 Floor to ceiling bookshelves had been built into one of the rich mahogany paneled walls. A second set ran the entire length of the left wall. It was on these shelves that the estate’s master placed his most prized possessions, for this was the library of a well read man. 

 Besides the classics, works by the better American, British, and French authors were included in the prodigious collection. There was also a complete set of law books, bound in leather with gold foil imprint. Another section housed modern works of fiction, while yet another was dedicated to nonfiction. Treatises on technical and other esoteric matters also found their way on to the library’s shelves. The room contained numerous texts on the owner’s favorite, or even sometimes past, hobbies, and each volume in its own unique position. 

 “Thank you. My late wife’s hand can be easily seen in every room of this house except this one. The library’s design I reserved all to myself.” Wingate paused. “I suppose you don’t have any idea why your father set up this meeting?”

 Ettleberg shook his head.

 “What I am about to tell you must never leave this room. Is that understood?”

 The banker was used to handling all kinds of confidential information. He knew how to keep such matters sub rosa, and wasn’t at all concerned about whatever Wingate was about to impart to him. “You have my word.”

 “I don’t mean to dwell unnecessarily on this point, Lawrence, but should you ever breach this confidence, it will have the direst of consequences for you and your family. Is that understood?”

 Ettleberg couldn’t fathom the significance of what Charles Wingate was telling him. His father had instructed him to agree to the older man’s restrictions.

 The younger Ettleberg nodded in acceptance.

 “Since before he was your age, your father has belonged to a secret organization, which we call the Committee.” Wingate paused long enough to let the significance of what he said sink in.

 “Over five generations ago, the original members, all scions of wealthy American families, banded together at a time when this great country was entering the Industrial Revolution. The membership scepter has, just as in your case, been handed down from generation to generation. 

 If you agree to become one of us, no word of any business we conduct here tonight or any other night may be passed to anyone outside the group, including your father. He has distinguished himself in service to the Committee, and must be allowed to enjoy the fruits of his labors.”

 “I’m not sure I understand.”

 “Allow me to continue,” Charles Wingate said pensively. “For decades, we, as well as our predecessors, have seen the horrible failures of world governments. First in this country, where waste is everywhere, and later in Europe, South America, and Asia. 

 Our elected representatives...” Wingate spat out the word, “... spend more time lining their pockets or worrying about their share of the pork barrel than in accomplishing anything worthwhile. Even the once-emerging commercial leaders, such as Germany and Japan, have followed the same course; the litany of waste and self indulgence is endless.

 “Of course, we tried to turn things around here, but our efforts were of no avail. Getting our designated candidates elected was easy. It only took money. In each case, our little group either directly or indirectly controlled the donor corporation. Once elected, the representative or senator had no choice but to honor their obligations. But the slothful ways of big government were too ingrained in the system. 

 Compromises had to be made; amendments were added to support high powered constituents. The entire political process was mired in compromise, to the point where the best solution to a given problem was often lost in the rhetoric.”

 “In order for a group, any group, to play such a powerful role, it must have highly diversified interests,” Lawrence Ettleberg said.

 “The Committee does. We have significant interests in banking, electronics, publishing, agricultural products, clothing, and oil exploration. Any business that we’re interested in, we acquire. If the target enterprise doesn’t fit into one of the convenient categories, then the Wingate Trust moves in to make the acquisition or handle the investment. Through an intricate network of contacts and cut outs, we’ve been able to move effortlessly into any area that strengthened our long term goals.”

 The implications of what Wingate said were staggering. Any group capable of such commercial piracy must control untold billions of dollars. “Then the Committee’s assets must total...”

 “Billions of dollars, and these assets, as you put it, are arrayed throughout the world. We have extensive holdings in oil, land, publishing, gold, and technology. People employed by our companies number in the tens, if not hundreds, of thousands. If we attempted to simultaneously liquidate everything we own, the effect would be to drive down the collective financial markets of every major country in the world.” 

 “And with that goes unbridled political power,” Ettleberg deduced.

 “Exactly. The Committee’s influence and power do not stop at the doorways to Capitol Hill either, but extend throughout the branches of government. Even if the bureaucrats and politicians involved don’t see the influence’s source, they feel its power. At the Pentagon, we control who wins and who loses the critical megadollar contracts. At the Department of Justice, our control extends over government investigations into companies and organizations controlled and owned by the Committee. Of course, special attention is paid to those firms who intentionally or inadvertently oppose our interests.”

 Ettleberg saw the fire in older man’s eyes and felt the heat of his words.

 “Everything we do, every election we control, every position we carefully fill, every investment we judicially make, is done with the utmost secrecy. In fact, the organization’s operations are more like the highly compartmentalized workings of the major international intelligence agencies than those of a private company. No one ever suspects that we’re behind a given takeover or investment. That’s absolutely crucial to our success.”

 As Wingate’s steely stare caught Ettleberg’s glance, the latter nodded again.

 “The Committee’s power base extends into the very governments of the countries we operate in. Factions supported by us changed South Africa’s prime minister from one who deeply supported apartheid to a more moderate one, only months before certain gold leases were up for renewal. 

 When the long standing feuds between the Palestinians and Israelis threatened to spill over into another war, we flexed our political muscle, managing to bring a moderate leader into the Tel Aviv government, while at the same time reining in the Palestinians. If you remember, during the Gulf War in 1991, it was rumored that Jordan’s ruling family pressured Saddam Hussein. Just goes to show that you can’t believe everything you hear.” Wingate sneered.

 “The Committee was behind that?”

 Wingate nodded. “We avoided a fight to the finish, and put the region back on the path toward stabilization. When the final accounting was completed, the Gulf War brought untold millions of petro dollars into our coffers without jeopardizing our long term holdings in the region, another resounding success.”

 Ettleberg was staggered. Beneath the fabric of daily global business was a group so secret that he hadn’t known about his own father’s membership–something that had been going on for decades. Wheels within wheels. 

 Wingate continued. “There are two things you must know before you decide whether you’re going to join our ranks. First, legal means are always our preferred approach to resolving problems. But each member knows there are limits as to what we can accomplish using only licit remedies.” 

 “I understand,” Ettleberg said.

 “Second,” the chairman said, “in front of you is a portfolio containing biographical information on the rest of our members. If you break the seal, you signify your unflinching commitment to our organization and its objectives. If you elect not to read the contents, and the seal stays intact, you may leave the estate; however, you remain bound by your oath of secrecy never to divulge anything you learned tonight. Doing so will precipitate the gravest consequences. Do you understand?”

 “I do.”

 “Then I will leave you to your decision,” Wingate said as he strode toward the library doors.

 Minutes ticked by as Ettleberg stared at the leather bound portfolio on the conference table. Several times he picked it up only to replace it. Handling the file as if it were a rare Ming vase, Ettelberg finally broke the seal and began to read.


Anthony Crofton


Corporate Affiliation: Crofton Publishing



Background: 




West Coast-based publishing empire that started out printing a small local paper. Expansion through reinvestment of corporate profits, which were later used to acquire competing companies. Currently owns several newspapers throughout California, Washington, and Oregon. 




Introduced West Coast Today, a magazine targeted at the growing population centers in California, Oregon, and Washington. Magazine slowly adding readership in other areas. The magazine’s op ed section is highly regarded from the beaches of California to the hallowed halls of Congress. Annual revenue from all sources in excess of $1 billion.



West Coast Today is read and respected by members of Congress. It thus provides a unique forum from which to extol the Committee’s position on various topics.



Committee Membership: 2 generations



Grover Albright



Corporate Affiliation: Worldwide Agricultural Products



Background:



Chairman and CEO of this multinational manufacturer of farming and construction equipment. WAP provides early-generation agricultural equipment to Third World countries. Sales and service outlets widely placed in most South American, African, and Middle Eastern nations. Construction equipment manufactured in seven overseas factories and shipped around the world. Service and sales organizations in place. 




Committee Membership: 3 generations



Annual Sales: over $3 Billion



Helene Rochambeau



Corporate Affiliation: Aigrette Habiller



Background:



Holding dual French and U.S. citizenship, Helene Rochambeau was born in the States while her French parents were on vacation. She earned her seat in the group by her intensive expansion of Aigrette Habiller, a company her father had started to make men’s clothes. Her family had made a respectable living from the Paris company. But when her father died suddenly, Helene at the young age of twenty four took over the company that had been in her family for decades. 




Fresh out of an exclusive Swiss finishing school, Helen Rochambeau set about to learn all there was to know about men’s fashions, and then expand Aigrette Habiller. It didn’t take her long to realize that the company, albeit quite well positioned with respect to men’s suits, wasn’t paying an ounce of attention to women’s fashions. Against the advice of the company’s stodgy senior management team, she recruited some of the emerging designers on the continent, paying them handsomely, but also demanding their best designs. She promised each of them that regardless of how bold or outrageous their designs were, Aigrette Habiller would develop the designs and manufacture the apparel. The promise of unbridled designs was worth more to most of the newly hired designers than the potential increase in their respective incomes. Her design studios became a bustle of activity, each effort focused on producing the best possible design be it for a new suit, gown, skirt or blouse. Soon Aigrette Habiller became a major contender in the women’s fashion marketplace rivaling the likes of Chanel and the other long established French fashion houses.



Not content to rest on her laurels, she immediately moved toward adding her retail establishments, and reducing her dependence on a middle man to get her designs to the public. She also increased her profitability. To date, Aigrette Habiller had successfully started over a hundred retail stores worldwide, with the company’s sales approaching the $1 billion mark. Ten years ago, without warning, she moved the corporate headquarters of Aigrette Habiller to New York; abandoning Paris, the acknowledged fashion Mecca. The move effectively cut Aigrette Habiller’s import duties at a time when the tariffs kept the firm from garnering a larger portion of the U.S. market. It also coincided with the introduction of new lines of men’s and women’s casual clothes. Designed in Paris, but produced in the United States, both lines took off immediately. Aigrette Habiller showed higher than expected profits that year, and significantly higher projected profits each year thereafter.



Annual Sales: $1 Billion



Committee Membership: 1 generation



Carlton Steiner



Corporate Affiliation: Steiner Aeronautics, Steiner Systems



Background:



A major first tier contractor to commercial aviation, providing most of the airborne radar, radio, and positioning equipment to the airframe giants. In the early eighties, the company, while making itself recession proof, expanded its market by providing similar equipment to the military airframe manufacturers. Through the combination of commercial sector and DOD business, matched with carefully controlled overhead costs, the firm has weathered most of the economic storms that have wreaked havoc on its competitors. 




With a solid financial base supplying the airframe manufacturers, Steiner Aeronautics began a wholly owned subsidiary called Steiner Systems, tasked with taking state of the art technology and applying it to system applications in both the commercial and military sectors. Steiner Systems quickly assimilated the technological advances that resulted from the company’s work for such high-powered DOD clients as the Advanced Research Project Agency. ARPA was on the cutting edge of defense technology. Under a contract with the agency, Steiner Systems developed high-resolution displays for use on a multitude of DOD applications. 




Annual Sales: $6 Billion



Committee Membership: 2 generations



Thomas Ward



Corporate Affiliation: Ward Petroleum Products



Background:



First, the Ward family was the major stockholder in one of the nation’s largest oil companies, the shares having been in the family since Ward’s great great grandfather entered into a partnership with the oil company’s founder. Over the years, stock splits and dividends increased the family’s holding in the company to the point that the board of directors listened carefully to their suggestions. Given his stewardship of the family’s regional oil company, his wealth was a foregone conclusion. Nonetheless, Ward’s entry into the day-to-day operation of the business started out slowly. Ward’s company is now the dominant player, providing gas to over three hundred family-owned stations throughout the middle south. The company’s home heating oil clients number in the thousands.



Annual Sales: $2.7 Billion



Committee Membership: 4 generations


 Ettleberg had no sooner finished reading than the door opened and Charles Wingate stepped back into the room. “Congratulations,” Wingate said, extending his hand. “I see you’ve decided to join our group. We’re proud to have you.”

 Ettleberg rose, and then grasped Wingate’s hand. “I’m honored to have been selected,” he replied.

 “Please, sit down. I’ve scheduled a meeting for this evening, which of course will be your first opportunity to meet the others.”

 Anthony Crofton’s arrival interrupted their conversation. Wingate introduced Crofton to the Committee’s newest member, after which Crofton took a seat across from Ettleberg. The three men talked about business and the state of the economy. They did so until Grover Albright and Helene Rochambeau arrived. Again, the chairman made the introductions.

 In appearance, Albright was a diminutive man with thinning hair, at best described as nondescript. The man had no vices and was not given to any form of excess. Albright sat at the far end of the table, farthest from Wingate’s position of power.

 The other men rose as Helene walked into the room. She greeted each man separately. Mlle Rochambeau was wearing, as usual, one of her suits, tailored to reflect the exquisite taste of its owner, while conveying a businesslike appearance. She took the chair to the right of the Chairman, and waited for the meeting to begin.

 It was now a few minutes past eight, and the remaining two members of the Committee had yet to appear. A stickler for punctuality, Wingate sat at the head of the table, glancing furtively at his watch and tapping his Cross pen like a metronome on the writing tablet in front of him. 

 With an air of alacrity, Carlton Steiner, entered the room, followed by Thomas Ward. After introducing Lawrence Ettleberg to the late arrivals, Charles Wingate called the meeting to order. 

 “I’m glad to see that each of you could attend tonight. I regret that I had to call this meeting on such short notice. Before we address the business at hand, I want to be certain that each of you has not been having any trouble with your mail.” 

 Wingate didn’t trust the telephones to handle his communications. Too many agencies were adept at tapping the lines. Instead, he relied on a simple computer based electronic mail system. All communications between the Wingate’s computer in the library and the members’ satellite stations were also encrypted. For short messages, the system functioned in a way that assured Wingate his security integrity was maintained. Once the message was encrypted, a modem link sent it to the recipient’s computer, where the communication was decoded. 

 Up to now, the Committee had been using an effective but not overly sophisticated encryption scheme. It had been more than sufficient to discourage anyone who might have come across any Committee oriented E mail. Now, anything less than state of the art wouldn’t do, and Wingate had had a new encryption system developed by Steiner Aeronautics.

 Unlike their existing system, which used a relatively simple encryption algorithm with messages transmitted over a huge commercial network, where the sheer volume of traffic made it impossible to tell one message from another, the revamped encryption system used the government-approved Data Encryption Standard, or DES. 

 Wingate knew that any attempt at penetrating the Committee’s security would come from private-sector sources; his position as the President's best friend and high level advisor would deter any of the government agencies from even thinking about trying to intercept his communications. But for reasons known only to him, Wingate had decided to upgrade the system’s security. 

 Once the new system had been designed, Wingate directed Steiner Aeronautics’ engineers and computer programmers to try and decrypt a test message. When the company’s huge IBM mainframe computers were unable to come up with the clear text message, Wingate was satisfied they had reached an acceptable level of security. 

 “Our new data security system uses the best possible encryption scheme. In front of each of you is a floppy disk. Guard it well. Without it, your computers are useless. Lose it, and anyone getting their hands on it will be able to read our communications as if they were sent unencrypted. You’ll find the procedure for using the new algorithm in an encrypted file on the disk. All you have to do is to follow the normal procedure when you decrypt the instructions. Forty eight hours from now, all communications will be encrypted using the new system. Any questions?” he asked, looking around the table. 

 There were none. “Carlton, how are things going with our new ventures in the old Soviet Union?” Wingate asked.

 “Fine. We’re buying Soviet military arms and support equipment at pennies on the dollar. Every base commander has gone into business for himself, calling what he’s doing biznesmeny. More like theft on a grand scale.”

 “I assume that we’re buying the right stuff, no MiG fighters, and nothing that we can’t sell through our middlemen in Africa or the Middle East?” Wingate asked his protégé.

 “So far, every deal we’ve done has been for light arms, grenades, and the like, you know, the stuff that every self respecting freedom fighter should have in his arsenal,” Steiner responded.

 “Any problems getting sufficient quantities of matériel?”

 “No. These ex Soviet military types make more on a single deal than they used to earn in two years. Our profits on the Moscow Project will probably total close to a hundred million dollars this year alone, and the nice part about it is that everything’s in cash. The Liechtenstein operation is going to have to hire another full time financial officer to invest the proceeds if things keep going the way they are. Ain’t capitalism great? ”

 “I’m sure that’s an expense we can easily handle.” Wingate had spent months working out the details that enabled the Committee to become a major player in the disarmament of the old Soviet Union, and everyone around the table knew it. Satisfied with their progress, he paused before proceeding.

 “I called this meeting because I have come across information of the utmost importance to us all. For the first time since this group was originally formed, our very existence is threatened.”

 A murmur arose, but was silenced by the chairman’s upraised hand. “Today I met with the esteemed Daniel Varrick. His call–one that I might point out, was not made by the omnipotent White House switchboard or for that matter even by a personal secretary, but by the President himself–requested my attendance at a private meeting. Varrick indicated that the business he wished to speak with me about could not be discussed over the telephone. Obviously, I went.”

 Total silence permeated the library. As Wingate spoke, every eye was on him, each ear attuned to his every word.

 “The President has uncovered trace evidence that he believes will support his theory that a secret cabal exists, intent upon exercising control over commerce, industry, and governments on a worldwide scale. In short, the Committee.”

 Wingate’s bomb caused an immediate upheaval around the conference table. “How is that possible?” from one member. “That’s impossible,” another spoke up.

 “Please, madam and gentlemen. We’ve made no serious blunders. We do, however, operate in a modern world, one with high-speed computers linked through large networks. With the Iron Curtain rusting, U.S. intelligence agencies have had the time to refocus their attention on domestic problems and niggling little things that wouldn’t have seen the light of day when the KGB and GRU were active. The NSA’s been actively monitoring all kinds of communications in their effort to control the flow of contraband drugs. The FBI, freed of its counterintelligence duties, now spends time investigating all kinds of white collar crime. Somehow, we’ve gotten ourselves caught up in this gigantic sieve.”

 “Are we in any immediate danger?” Thomas Ward interrupted.

 “No, but I fear that too won’t last for long. Right now Varrick’s revamping his economic program. Until that’s completed, we’re safe. Once he’s got a plan laid out to deal with the economy, Varrick intends to launch a major investigation, one in which we’ll be the focal point.”

 Helene Rochambeau joined the discussion. “Is Varrick certain that we exist?”

 Wingate stroked his chin. “I’m not sure. Apparently a number of independently run investigations point to the possible existence of a group such as ours. The reports that aroused the President’s curiosity come from a variety of agencies, all with active projects in our sphere of influence.”

 “What can we do?” Grover Albright asked, his voice almost pleading.


 “You know the old adage, Grover.” A look of bewilderment spread across Albright’s face.


 “They say that curiosity killed the cat.”


 Lawrence Ettleberg was the first to react. “You’re talking about assassinating the President of the United States!”


 Charles Wingate let his proposal lie on the table like some horribly distasteful, yet needed, medicinal elixir.


 “Please, let me speak,” the Chairman said after a few moments. “We really don’t have any choice. This is not a case where we stand to lose a few million dollars, or suffer some sort of political setback. Our very existence is threatened. We must fight back with every weapon available to us. Once Varrick completes this economic proposal,” Wingate said, “he will have all the time he needs to direct the IRS, FBI, NSA, CIA, you name it, to investigate those cases where our scent can be picked up. The Committee will never withstand such an onslaught. 

 Nor, I must add, have we ever been subjected to a sustained investigation by organizations with unlimited resources. If we decide not to take any overt action, we will, of course, make every attempt to stymie their efforts. But in the end, we will lose. And I don’t think that I need to take the time to explain to each of you what that means.”

 Around the table, heads nodded in unison. None of them could envision themselves brought in handcuffs before a legal tribunal, and the inevitable incarceration that would result.

 “With Varrick out of the way, Vice President Darby, a man cut from our bolt of cloth, will be the anointed one and inherit the Oval Office. A few carefully chosen words, and he’ll shred the reports I saw today, and the matter will be closed, permanently.”

 Wingate allowed them time to absorb the irrefutable logic that he had woven, like an ornate tapestry, before them.

 “I propose that we initiate a special project, under my personal direction, to eliminate this threat to the Committee. Any questions?” Wingate asked the assemblage.

 No one spoke up. Not a hand was raised indicating any desire for further discussion. 


 The Chairman continued, “Very well, then we’ll proceed to the formal vote. Ms. Rochambeau?”


 Mlle Rochambeau nodded her head. “Aye, Mr. Chairman.”


 “Mr. Ward?”


 “Aye.”


 “Mr. Steiner?”


 The industrialist reflected for a minute on the course they were about to take, and then said, “Aye, I vote that we proceed as planned.”

 The Chairman turned to Grover Albright and queried, “Mr. Albright?”


 Albright sat in his chair, seemingly oblivious to the question put to him. 


 “Mr. Albright?” the Chairman exclaimed. 


 “Aye, Charles, we go ahead with it,” Albright’s eyes remained fixed on his hands, folded on the table in front of him.


 Wingate solicited the votes of the two remaining members of the Committee, Lawrence Ettleberg and Anthony Crofton. In succession, each man gave his affirmation.

 Wingate summarized the members’ position. “It’s unanimous. We’ll need to bolster our financial position and make arrangements to handle that financing. Our operating account’s current position shows a balance of one point six million dollars. I intend to seek out, and then hire, the best person for this job. Whoever accepts this contract will have to retire immediately upon its execution. My initial foray into the area indicates that to finance the operation, we’ll need resources totaling five million dollars on deposit in Liechtenstein. I suggest, therefore madam and gentlemen that we agree to make available the entire amount to be taken from our stateside investment portfolio. Any objections?”

 Wingate looked at each member of the Committee in turn. No one said a word. 

 With no objections to the proposed amount, Wingate continued. “We’ll move the funds through Mr. Ettleberg’s First Union Bank, as we’ve done in the past. Lawrence, once the required funds are on deposit, shift them to your affiliated bank in Liechtenstein so that we can make them available without the usual attentiveness of the Federal Reserve, Treasury, or DEA.” 

 Federal law enforcement agencies had been monitoring the flow of cash out of the United States in their latest efforts to crack down on the drug cartels. The transfer amount was not significant by international standards, but there was no sense in raising anyone’s curiosity. 

 Committee funds provided the bulwark for one of Liechtenstein’s largest operating banks. For decades, savings and loan magnates as well as the drug cartels had found Switzerland, with its bank secrecy laws, the place to funnel their ill gotten gains. When U.S. government attention became focused on the Swiss banking system, the banking secrecy laws were eased. Aware of the pending changes, the Committee had quickly established an entirely new and larger financial operation in nearby Liechtenstein, where stringent laws protected the ownership and control of bank accounts. There, the government was more attuned to collecting the fees and taxes that had previously been paid to the Swiss. 

 “Is there any other business to be transacted tonight?” Charles Wingate scanned the faces of the membership. All eyes were on him. “Then this meeting’s adjourned,” he said. “I would be honored if you would join me for dinner. For those of you who wish to stay the night, we have ample accommodations,” he offered magnanimously.

 The members began to file out of the library and over to the formal dining room; all except Grover Albright who remained seated until the others in the group had left the room.

 “I’m not sure we’re doing what’s best for the country.”

 “Grover, I don’t know what more I can say,” Wingate said impatiently. “You voted that we proceed with the project. We’re going forward.” Albright, in spite of his position with the multinational farm implement manufacturer, was totally ineffectual in business. He remained the chairman only because of the tremendous support he sustained from the highly compensated management team reporting to him. In fact, all the key strategic decisions were made not at his level, but at more functional levels of general management. By the time that the limited number of problems made their way to the chairman’s office, the course of action was well defined and clear, even to Albright. That he had managed to retain his position, as chairman was more the result of the large block of common stock he controlled through the family trust than of the expertise he provided to the firm’s management. Since his installation on the Committee, his lack of resolve had caused many problems. The Committee was used to decisiveness on the part of its fellow members. They got none of that from Grover Albright, who could not, for obvious reasons, attend the Committee’s meeting with his staff. 

 “I think I’d better skip dinner tonight. I’m going to head back to town.”

 “We’ll miss your company. Have a good trip. I’ll have one of my people drive you,” Wingate said, his tone carefully devoid of any hint of menace. The two men did not shake hands as they parted in the foyer outside the library.


. . . . . .

 



 Early the next morning, Wingate entered his study. Closing the double doors, he engaged the lock, checking to make sure it was secure. Wingate had carefully evaluated the Committee’s communication needs and decided that one of the larger commercial networks, in this case, UniNet, could best handle their messages. Nonetheless, each message, no matter how insignificant, was encrypted. 

 Wingate paused while his desktop computer loaded the comm program, the latter also protected by a unique password known only to him. Once the computer was up and running, the CRT screen in front of him requested that he enter his password. Wingate typed his personal password, and then pressed the Return key. 

 With the computer up and running, Wingate typed in Grant’s E mail address followed by the message that was the Committee’s opening gambit.

 










CHAPTER 2

 




September 26th

 Steven Payton dragged his weary body down the hall toward the condo that had been his home since his separation from Cynthia. Somewhere in those few short steps, he decided there had to be a better way to live. The question was could he find it. 

 For the past six months his law practice had been in a flurry of activity, cutting into all his free time. He used to manage an occasional tennis game with an up and coming member of the district attorney’s office, but no longer. He had too many motions to file, depositions to take, and meetings to attend. Tomorrow would be a rehash of today, the same the day after. 

 At thirty-six, Payton had a face that belied his age. His hair had begun to show the ravages of time, with more and more alien gray intermixed with its dark brown. Some might consider his hair predominately gray, but he liked brown better. Worse, his schedule had prevented him from taking his usual workouts–with a direct impact on Payton’s waistline. He swore he’d take off the few pounds he had put on. The question was how. 

 As the door clicked shut behind him, Payton glanced around. When he moved in, he figured that he’d only need the basics: a place to sack out, a chest of drawers, a couch, one decent easy chair, and a dining room table that doubled as a place to work when the office drudgery spilled over. That was three years ago, and he hadn’t added a single piece of furniture since. There were still no pictures on the walls, nor any signs that the condo was anything other than a place to sleep or eat an occasional meal when he was too tired to go out.

 Marriage breakups were difficult and often dirty things. Until recently when the sister of one of Payton's closest friends needed help, he had successfully navigated the legal waters without stepping into any divorce cases. Cornered, Payton couldn’t deny her request. She and her estranged husband haggled over terms for months; each negotiating session served to remind Payton why he hated handling divorces so much. Finally, they reached a fair settlement. Now both parties could get on with their lives. 

 Counterbalancing the divorce case was a complicated corporate acquisition Payton was handling for his old college buddy Mark Albright, executive vice President of Worldwide Agricultural Products. Albright’s father was grooming his son to take over the company’s helm. This acquisition was the first of several the younger Albright would be making. If everything went as planned, there would be more deals in the future, and Payton would be handling them.

 Payton settled at the dining room table. From his attaché case, he removed his Apple MacBook portable computer and plugged it in. Like most attorneys, he had resisted buying a computer. But his good friend and computer guru Matt Evanston had hung tough. Payton finally acquiesced. Now he had no idea how he’d ever managed before.

 In addition to the usual stuff–word processing, spreadsheets, and accounting–Payton used the MacBook to tap into the mammoth databases that were only a phone call away. His heaviest usage was on the Lexis network, which provided him with all the legal case references an attorney would ever need. He accessed Lexis through UniNet’s main computer.

 Payton clicked on the modem, initiated the dial up process, and waited for the UniNet host computer to finish its handshake. Seconds later, the screen in front of Payton blanked. Another second, and it filled with a menu listing his available options. 

 He intended to research the case law for a new client, but decided to first check his E mail for any messages. Since the MacBook had become part of his life, Payton had even come over to using UniNet’s E mail service. Although it was not state of the art, Payton felt that sending and receiving messages by computer had a certain appeal. Besides, it dramatically cut down on the amount of paper his practice consumed as well as the number of faxes he sent.

 When the E mail screen appeared, Payton deftly typed in his mailbox number, and watched as the computer went through its gyrations. The tally on the screen showed that two messages waited patiently for Payton's review. He called up the first.

 It was from Mark Albright, about the merger agreement Payton had prepared for Worldwide Agricultural Products. Apparently the last draft he had furnished Albright was acceptable, and would serve as the final agreement.

 Throughout the lengthy negotiations, Albright and Payton had kept each other posted using UniNet’s E mail. Albright had outlined the basic tenets of the agreement, which Payton then translated into legalese and sent to Albright’s E mail address. 

 The executive made any needed changes then transferred the file back to Payton. Using the computer network streamlined the entire process. Payton saved the message to his hard disk, and then called up the second.

 Unlike the typical E mail message, this one did not show the header listing the addressee, mailbox number, and the message details. Instead, the MacBook’s screen filled with groupings of five digit numbers–each in perfect symmetry as if it were a product of nature and not the byproduct of some mass of wires, silicon chips, and plastic.

 Payton blinked, wondering if he had somehow made a mistake. But he had done nothing unusual. The number sequence on the screen stared passively back at him as if to ask what was next.

 Payton's hand started toward the sequence of keys that would result in the errant message’s deletion and expulsion to the most distant ether or wherever such digital garbage ended up. In midstream, he stopped, shrugged, and then saved the garble gram to his hard disk. 


. . . . . .

 Two hours later, Payton had completed his survey of Lexis’s applicable case law and shut down his computer. He was about to call it a night when the fouled up E mail message pierced his conscious. Curiosity got the better of him. Payton picked up the phone and dialed the number of his computer mentor. Matt Evanston answered on the second ring.

 “Matt, it’s Steve,” Payton said.

 “What can I do for Baltimore’s answer to Clarence Darrow?” Matt Evanston answered, his voice thick with sarcasm. 

 “Very funny. There’s something weird going on with my E mail, and I thought that you, being the city’s foremost expert in computers and software, might be able to shed some light on it.” Two could play the game.

 “For you, I’ll be glad to give it a try,” Evanston replied.

 Payton summarized his actions, and then explained how the first message had come through crystal clear while the second one was garbled beyond recognition. 

 “Download the file over to me,” Evanston suggested. “I’ll give it a quick look and get back to you.”

 “Thanks, Matt. I’ll send it over as soon as we hang up.”

 Payton returned the phone to its cradle, then, using his modem’s auto-dial feature he called Matt Evanston back on his modem line. After downloading the E mail message, Payton returned to his homework. A half hour later, his phone rang.

 “Steve, it’s Matt. I’ve been over this several times, and I’m not sure what you’ve got there. Could be anything. Most likely it’s system garbage that somehow ended up in your mailbox instead of the trashcan. If it’s really bothering you, I’d suggest you give Janet Phillips a call.”

 “Who?” Payton asked.

 “Janet Phillips. She used to be with the government, testing their classified computer systems. After fifteen years, she decided to go it alone and started her own consulting company. She handles all kinds of computer security problems–both hardware and software. It sounds like this is right up her alley. Besides, she’s like a bloodhound on a scent. Once she gets going, nothing–no hardware or software problem–stands in her way.”

 It sounded exactly like what Payton needed. Evanston gave him Janet Phillips’ telephone number, and wished him luck.

 Payton punched in the phone number Evanston had given him. In spite of the hour, Janet’s voice was fresh and cheery. After introducing himself, he quickly explained his problem.

 “Matt Evanston said that if anyone can figure out what happened, it’s you so here I am.”


 “Well, Mr. Payton...”


 “Please, call me Steve.”


 “Most likely Matt’s right, and this monstrosity of a computer database dumped some system overhead stuff right into your mailbox. But I’ve got some time, and it certainly won’t hurt to take a quick look at it. Call me back on my modem line, and you can transfer the file right over to my computer. I’ll look it over and give you a call back as soon as I can.”

 “Thanks. Mysteries always bother me. I appreciate your help.”

 For the second time that evening, Payton sent the garbled E-mail message from his MacBook, across the phone lines, to someone who just might be able to make heads or tails out of it. Once Payton’s computer received the acknowledgment from Janet’s machine, Steve shut down the MacBook. 

 Having decided that he’d done enough damage for one day, Payton put all of his paperwork aside, turned off the lights, and headed for his bedroom. 

 










CHAPTER 3

 




September 27th

 He was on a raft, floating languidly. The warmth of the ocean breeze swept the beads of perspiration from his back leaving only a feeling of well being. Then the bleeping of Payton's alarm clock demanded his immediate attention. Payton reached over to silence it, but the damned thing refused to yield. Finally, he realized that his phone was ringing. Payton reached for it.

 “Hello,” he said through a sleepy mouth.

 The fatigued voice on the other end said, “Steve, its Janet.” Payton strobed his memory, but before he could place the name she added, “Janet Phillips. Are you awake?”

 “I am now,” Payton replied slowly.

 “Sorry to wake you, but I figured you’d want to know. I tore that file apart. Worked on it all of last night and most of this morning.” Payton glanced at the digital clock radio. It was only six forty five.

 “Anyhow, I’m ninety nine percent convinced it’s not garbage.” Janet paused waiting for Payton to catch up.


 “Then what is it?” Payton asked.


 “I think the file’s encrypted.”


 “Encrypted? Why would anyone bother encrypting their E mail?”


 “There could be a lot of reasons. Maybe its highly sensitive commercial correspondence, or simply a couple of hackers playing around with the latest set of passwords to some corporate megalith’s computer system. Who knows?”

 “Did you try to crack it?”

 “I’m working on it. But so far, I haven’t gotten anywhere. Want me to keep at it?”

 Payton thought for a minute. He doubted that anyone he knew would place an encrypted file in his electronic mailbox. Therefore, its presence had to be a mistake. Besides, he vaguely remembered someone saying that gentlemen didn’t read other people’s mail. On the other hand, the secret held those few lines of five digit numbers tore at his curiosity. Besides, it wasn’t as if he’d ripped open an envelope for a peek at its contents. This was different. If the sender didn’t want him to read it, he or she should have made damned sure that their message didn’t end up at his E mail address. Screw it!

 “Go ahead and see what you can do.” There, he was committed.

 “Fine, I’ll continue working on the file. Call me back this afternoon, and I’ll give you an update.” 

 Payton replaced the phone in its cradle, and then glanced again at the clock. Any thoughts he might have had about getting a few additional winks were dispelled. Payton got up, and started about the business of getting ready for work. 


. . . . . .

 The flutter of case related filings kept Payton busy all morning and well into the afternoon hours. As a result, returning Janet Phillips’ call totally slipped Payton's mind. 

 Around four, his secretary buzzed him informing him that a Ms. Phillips was on the line. Payton slapped his forehead as he reached for the phone.

 “God, I’m sorry, Janet. Things have been so hectic around here today, I forgot about...”


 “Can you get over here right away?” Janet snapped.


 “Why? What’s wrong?” 


 “I’d rather tell you in person–the sooner the better.”


 Payton checked his watch, then his appointment book. “Give me your address. I can leave here in fifteen, maybe twenty minutes.” He scribbled her address on a sheet of legal sized paper.


. . . . . .

 Janet Phillips’ apartment was near Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, a part of the city that had been renovated along with the downtown revitalization. Payton left the taxi, walking briskly, unsure of what could have caused Janet Phillips’ reaction. 

 When he reached her door, he knocked once. Before his hand dropped, he heard the deadbolt snap open. As Payton entered the apartment, he noticed that Janet glanced out into the hall checking to see if anyone else was there.

 Janet Phillips had a delicate face, a creamy complexion, deep blue eyes, and full lips set off against sculpted cheeks. Her blonde hair fell to her shoulders. She wore jeans and an oversized sweatshirt emblazoned with “Caltech”. A hint of some exotic perfume wafted over to where Payton stood. Payton guessed her height at about five feet five inches–definitely good-looking. Only a blind man would fail to take notice.

 “Hi, I’m Steve Payton.” As if introductions were needed.

 “I’m sorry for the rush, but I think we’d better discuss this file,” Janet said, her blue eyes latching on to Payton's. 

 “What’s the problem?” Steve asked, placing his suit jacket on the back of one of her dining room chairs. When he turned around, one look at Janet’s face and he knew trouble was brewing.

 “Is this some kind of a joke?” Janet flared. “Did Matt Evanston put you up to this? He’s always playing practical jokes on me.”

 Steve looked puzzled. “What are you talking about? Everything’s exactly as I explained last night. I only called Matt because he’s the one that got me set up with the MacBook and UniNet. Maybe you’d better start at the beginning.”

 Janet motioned for him to take a seat. Payton looked for some place that wasn’t covered with books, computer manuals, or sheets of quadrille paper–some with cryptic scribblings, others blank. Finally he found a wing chair unencumbered with Janet’s paraphernalia. She sat on the couch across from him, folded her legs up under her, took a deep breath, and began.

 “First, I figured that the file somehow got garbled in transmission. That happens occasionally in spite of all the parity and message verification checks. But the number sequence kept bothering me. If a message or file got trashed in the system, the symmetry wouldn’t be there. And your file had perfect symmetry. Each part of it consisted of five-digit groups–no single numbers, no letters, nothing else.

 “Around one this morning, I gave up, and decided to look for another explanation. Since most people don’t go around sending meaningless gibberish to each other, the only feasible explanation was that the entire file had been encrypted. So I started with that premise and went on from there.”

 Before Janet could continue, Steve asked, “All right. Let’s say it’s encrypted. If that’s the case, then the file landed in my E mail box by mistake. Right?”

 Janet nodded.

 “How did that happen?”

 “That’s easy. A system like UniNet processes millions of E mail messages, file transfers, and the like every day. At last count, there were over twenty million computer terminals connected either directly to UniNet or through the hundreds of other networks that tie into the system. Every time one of those users wants to send a file or transmit E mail, the main processor, or processors if they’re redundant, take over and route the file to the addressee.”

 “So what you’re saying is that somehow, I got a message intended for someone else?”

 “Exactly. Maybe the address was wrong–a number or two inverted. It could be any one of a hundred different things. Maybe the computer slipped a bit somewhere along the line. The originator may have entered a wrong address. Who knows? What matters is that you got it.”

 Payton shrugged. “It’s no big deal, right?”

 “Let me continue,” Janet said. “I don’t know if Matt Evanston told you, but my background’s in computer and software security. That doesn’t mean that I’m proficient in code-breaking, just that I’ve had some exposure to codes and ciphers used to protect computer data.”

 “What’s the difference–between a code and a cipher?” 

 “Codes operate on complete words, sometimes phrases. A cipher works on single letters. Your message appears to have been enciphered, and there are two ways of accomplishing that: transposition, where the letters in the original or plain text are jumbled, yielding the cipher text; and substitution, where the original letters are replaced by new numbers, letters, and sometimes symbols. Obviously, we can rule out the last two.

 “If you want to really throw a monkey wrench into the situation, you use a combination of substitution and transposition, which effectively doubles the message security. Morse code is one of the best examples of a substitution cipher. Dots and dashes replace all the letters of the alphabet, the numbers from zero to nine, and a fair number of punctuation marks.”

 Janet looked over at Steve. His face told the story. “Am I losing you?”

 “Let’s say I’m running real hard.”

 “I’ll give you an example.” Janet walked over to a pedestal mounted, white marking board that she had set up evidently for Payton's benefit. 

 Janet wrote “dog” on the board. “If we first did a simple transposition on the word, we’d have “god”. That’s a transposition cipher. Now, let’s see what we get when we use a simple substitution cipher on the already transposed word. For instance, each letter of the alphabet could be assigned a number from one to twenty six. So let’s see where that takes us.”

 Underneath each letter, Janet wrote the numbers 7, 15 and 4. So ‘dog’ becomes “god”, and “god” becomes 7 15 4.”

 “But the message I got consisted of all five digit numbers.”

 “Right, because whoever encrypted that message ran the enciphered text together–no breaks between words and no punctuation. That makes things even more interesting,” Janet said as she returned the marker pen to the board ledge.

 “I banged away at that stupid file for hours and got nowhere. Although I didn’t expect a miracle, I analyzed it to see if certain numbers appeared more than others.”

 “Why?” Steve interjected.

 “In the English language, certain letters show up more than others. The most frequently used letter is E. In a thousand words, it’ll appear almost six hundred times. In a thousand letters, well over a hundred. Then comes T, followed by A, O, N, and R. Certain double letter combinations, or bigrams, also occur more frequently. These include: he, an, re, er, in, and on.”

 Payton smiled. “Let me guess. There are three letter combinations that you look for too.”

 “Right. We look for con, ent, ers, eve, for, her, ing, ted, ter, the, and tio. And when I say that we look for these single letters, bigrams and trigrams, I mean the computer looks for them. Without the computer, we’d be lost.”

 “But you said that you didn’t anticipate any results. Why?”

 “Because these repetitions are most easily found in long messages, and yours is too short. But it was still worth the try.”

 By now, Payton had learned more about encryption than he’d ever wanted to know. “I presume from that look on your face that you were finally able to crack the code?”

 “Lucy helped me.”


 “Lucy?”


 “As in a Russian spy ring that operated in Switzerland during World War II.”


 “Now you’ve lost me.”


 “The group was Stalin’s eyes and ears. They provided him with much needed intelligence about Hitler’s plans. The historical details aren’t important. Their encryption method is. Although the Lucy ring used a three stage cipher, the file that was dumped into your E mail box only used two. Remember I told you that certain letters appear more often in English?”

 Steve nodded.

 “There are a total of eight such letters, and sixty percent of the English language can be written using them. Lucy assigned a number code to each letter starting with 0 and ending with 7. Each time one of these letters, A, S, I, N, T, O, E, or R appears, it’s given the single number equivalent.”

 “All right, but what about the rest of the alphabet?” Steve asked.

 “With eight already committed, that leaves eighteen left to be encrypted. These are written in the same sequence they appear in the alphabet in a matrix.”

 Janet went over to the blackboard.
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 “The Lucy ring added the period and slash–for punctuation. Once you have the basic table, all letters other than the baseline eight are encrypted using a two-digit sequence taken from the table. For example D becomes 52 and P is 60. Once the message is enciphered, it’s collapsed into five-figure groupings.”

 “Then the message I got is a set of five figure groups taken from the table?”

 “It would have been, but someone decided to complicate matters. Watch.”

 Janet turned and wrote the phrase “Dog is lost” on the marking board. “Let’s go through the example of encrypting this.” Using the matrix, Janet wrote the following sequence of numbers: 52554 21585 14680. 

 “This...” she said pointing to the three groupings, “...represents the first encryption stage. The originator then added a common number, in the case of your message, 12345, to each grouping, and thus created a second stage of encryption. If he had really wanted to screw things up, he’d have used a one time pad. That’s where a different number is added to each successive grouping. Unless you have the exact one time pad, it’s impossible to decrypt the message.”

 Payton was more than impressed with Janet and her ability to fight her way through the maize he had dropped her in. “So where does all this leave us?”

 “Right here,” Janet said handing him a sheet of quadrille paper. The plain text message appeared below.

 PROCEED WITH CONTRACT AT AGREED UPON FIVE MILLION. TARGET/SHANGRI LA/NOV. 1ST. HAVE CRITICAL INFO. MEET HERE TUES AT NINE. RENDEZVOUS IN PINE LAKES. C.

 Payton looked at the sheet of paper, slowly letting the significance of the letters on it sink in. “Jesus Christ!”

 “Exactly,” Janet replied. “Exactly.”








CHAPTER 4

 



 “Now you understand why I was so upset,” Janet said, as Steve regained his equilibrium.

 Payton gently placed the sheet of paper on the coffee table, handling it as if it were a vial of nitroglycerine. “You know, this still could be someone’s idea of a practical joke.”

 “The only problem with that logic is that someone really knew what they were doing. Even though I managed to crack it, the encryption’s too sophisticated. Why would anyone bother going to all that trouble when they intended the message to be read?” Janet thought for a moment, then added, “Even I wouldn’t have had a snowball’s chance in hell of decrypting it either if it hadn’t been for the fact that the initiator included the common number as part of the number groupings. No, I think it’s real. The problem is What are we going to do about it?”

 “We could call the police,” Steve suggested.

 “And what? Tell them that you got a mysterious E mail message on your computer, which when it’s decoded, is about some sort of contract killing. They’ll hang up on you. Besides, with millions of users on UniNet, we can’t guarantee that this murder, if there’s going to be one, will take place in their jurisdiction.”

 Janet was right. They had so little to go on. “You’re the computer expert. What do you suggest?”

 “I need to look into this some more. Maybe I can do a network trace and get some idea who originated the message or maybe where it originated. UniNet probably keeps track of all file transfers, uploads, downloads, and E mail by assigning a network message number to each one. If I can pinpoint the account, then at least we’ll be able to give that information to the police.”

 “Has that been done before?” 

 Janet nodded her head. “Remember when that college student inserted a virus that spread like wildfire throughout one of the government run computer systems?”

 Payton vaguely recalled the case. The hacker hadn’t intended to cause serious damage, just have each computer tied into the network display a funny message. But things got out of hand, and some of the users lost considerable amounts of the data on their disks.

 “The guy at Cornell?”

 “That’s the one. When the FBI and the folks in my department-called CERT for Computer Emergency Response Team-started on his trail, we did a network map, then went after the computer usage records in the host. By following the trail, the authorities were able to zero in on the hacker and effect an arrest.”

 “So all you have to do is follow the message.”

 “Which, of course, is easier said than done. I’ll give it a shot, and we’ll go from there. I know a few of the security folks at UniNet who can help. Give me a call tomorrow late afternoon–better yet, why don’t we have dinner here tomorrow evening. Say about six.”

 Janet was a very attractive woman, and Payton wasn’t foolish enough to turn down her invitation–either to follow up on the encrypted message or the one for dinner.

 “That sounds fine,” Steve said getting up. “See you then.”


. . . . . .

 The next day Payton's mind often departed from the law books and court filings only to dwell upon the E mail message he had received. No matter how hard he tried, Payton couldn’t force himself to put the message and its mysterious origin away in some mental compartment to be opened at a later time. Frequently, he found himself taking furtive glances at his watch, waiting until it was time to leave the office and head over to Janet’s apartment. The message had definitely complicated his life; equally so did Janet, to whom Payton found himself surprisingly attracted. She possessed a pit-bull attitude in her approach to problems rather than the bloodhound one Evanston had attributed to her. He’d make it a point to correct Matt Evanston’s simile.

 Promptly at six o’clock, Payton knocked on the apartment door. As Janet let him in, the aroma of Chinese food reminded Payton that he had forgotten about lunch.

 “Smells great. I’m starving. By the way, I’m also damned impressed. It’s not every woman who can cook Chinese.”

 “Cook? There’s a carry out right down the street,” she said with a smile.

 As Janet ladled out the combination vegetables, egg rolls, and pork-fried rice, she brought Payton up to date. “I spent the morning on the phone with my friends at UniNet. Of course, I didn’t give them all the details, just that you had gotten E mail across UniNet and I was interested in tracing the source.”

 “What’d they say?”

 “As of yet nothing, but I expect to hear from them soon. Apparently things have changed since I left government service. New anti virus safeguards have been put into the system, and tracing a message–even one without an assigned message number–is easier than it was a few years ago. Of course, it’s still no cakewalk. So until we hear from the folks over at UniNet, we’re stuck. Therefore you might as well enjoy dinner.”

 “And the company,” Payton added.

 Janet smiled.

 All of a sudden Payton realized that with all the talk about the e mail mystery on hold, that it was incumbent upon him to keep the conversation going. Not that Janet was hard to talk to; she wasn’t. But Payton wasn’t big on baring his soul. 

 Since his divorce, Payton had shied away from any relationship no matter how innocuous. Most of his friends were married and had families, so he was often invited over for dinner or to a party. On each occasion, he made it clear that he was not accepting the invitation in order to meet someone new. Although from time to time Payton took out one of the women that he had met, as soon as the relationship grew into anything more than a casual date, Payton was gone. He was content to practice law during the day, and spend quiet evenings at home watching the cable channels. 

 Before Payton could open his mouth, Janet asked, “So tell me, have you always lived in Baltimore?”


 “Born and raised here–except for a couple of years in the service.”


 “The service,” Janet repeated carefully. “Vietnam?”


 Payton nodded his head. “By the time I was a year out of high school, the war was going on hot and heavy. So I enlisted–Marines.”

 “How long were you over there?” 

 “Too long,” Steve said wistfully. “But then, a day was too long.”

 Janet impulsively laid her hand on Payton's. Quickly, her warmth transcended the emotional barrier Payton had worked so hard to erect. Just as suddenly he decided that he liked it.

 Nonetheless, the look in Steve’s eyes told Janet that she needed to change the subject. “So I guess you got your law degree after you got out of the service?”

 “Law has always been the trunk of the Payton family tree. My old man was a lawyer as was my grandfather, so it seemed only natural that I’d follow in the footsteps of my great forefathers. At least that’s what my father expected.”

 “He must have been proud.”

 “Yes and no. When I got out of the service, I really had nothing on my plate. You know, no commitments, no plans. So it was kind of hard to put up a rational argument why I should become a garbage collector, fireman, or for that matter anything else. I took a four-year liberal arts course at the U of M, and then got accepted to the University of Baltimore’s law curriculum. I couldn’t get enough of the law courses.”

 “Well that certainly should have made your father happy.”

 “Not quite. He wanted me to attend one of the ‘name’ law schools. But admission to one of the premier schools required superior grades, and my undergraduate grades weren’t sufficient. So there had to be a slight compromise there, and my father wasn’t one to compromise, at least not when it came to my sister or me.”

 “Only one sibling?” Janet asked.

 “Yup, just one–Sheryl–and she was the lucky one. She didn’t have the pressures my parents bestowed upon their only son. They seemed to have fewer aspirations for their daughter. They were happy she wanted to go to college, and would have been equally happy had she decided to get a job.”

 “Do you see much of her?”

 “Sheryl lives in Oregon with her husband and two children. Other than an occasional card or phone call, we have little contact.”

 “You finished law school, got admitted to the Maryland bar, and were off and running.”

 “Except I ran a different race than the one my father had cut out for me. After he died, I found out that he was disappointed that I turned down the name law firms in Baltimore and began my own practice.”

 “What’s wrong with having your own firm? Isn’t that how the big guys started?”

 Payton shrugged. “I guess he envisioned me ensconced in an oak-paneled office, on the fortieth floor of some skyscraper. Meanwhile, I was tickled to be able to take on those cases that posed a real challenge without getting the permission of some high and mighty senior partner whose eyes were firmly glued to the number of billable hours.” 

 They ate quietly for a few minutes.

 “Enough about me. Tell me about Janet Phillips, computer expert extraordinaire,” Steve said with a tender smile.

 “There’s not much to tell. I’m the product of a small town in eastern Washington state, an only child. My father was a factory foreman for an appliance manufacturer, and he didn’t have enough money to be able to foot the bill for any four year college, much less one of the better ones. My grades were good, so I decided to try for a scholarship, and was lucky enough to receive a full one from Caltech.”

 Payton knew that Caltech was one of the premier engineering and science schools in the world. They didn’t admit many of the hundreds of applicants the school got every year. And if Janet not only got in, but also did so with a full scholarship, it warranted his respect.

 “After graduation, I took a job with the government. I figured it was a good place to start, and that I’d pick up enough experience to be a valuable asset to private industry.”

 “That’s when you were working computer security?” Payton asked between mouthfuls of egg roll.

 “Right. Of course in those days, there weren’t the big networks that abound today. Most of the systems were stand alone computers with half dozen or dozen remote terminals. The problem was always one of some hacker dialing into the system a la War Games.”

 Payton remembered the movie where Matthew Broderick played the part of a teenage hacker who somehow penetrates the Pentagon’s missile control computer, nearly starting World War Three.

 “Private industry was dogging our work since they were faced with the same problem. Companies were computerizing their operations left and right, and what good is a computer system if you can’t call in from Timbuktu and use it? After a while the Pentagon decided that our methods were good enough to put out there in the commercial sector, and we started sharing. You can imagine how hard that is for an organization so cloaked in secrecy.”

 Payton nodded.

 “As the years went by, the networks grew–both those in the government as well as those in the private sector. And the security problems went beyond smart modems that wouldn’t give you direct access, but called you back at whatever phone number had been programmed into them. Software problems sprang up like dandelions in spring, and we were off and running again. Another marathon, with all new problems. “Challenges” we were told to call them. Finally, last year, I had enough. I figured that I had learned most of what I needed to be able to offer my services to the private sector, and here I am. Of course, I didn’t count on you, Mr. Payton,” Janet said laughingly.

 Payton was planning his retort when Janet’s phone rang. After a few minutes’ discussion, Janet hung up.


 “There’s good news and not so good news.”


 Payton waited for both shoes to fall.


 “UniNet was able to do an area trace on our little E mail message. They’ve pinpointed the general area, but not the source.”

 “Where is it? The general area, I mean. West coast, southern states?” Payton asked.

 “In our backyard, literally. The message originated somewhere near Pine Lakes, Maryland, south of the Pennsylvania border–a scant forty five minute drive. Now what?”

 “That’s a damned good question. I’d like to turn this whole mess over to the police, but even with the UniNet info, there’s nothing substantial–no hard, tangible evidence.”

 “If you want to hand this off, we can. God knows we’ve done more than anyone would have expected us to do. No one could fault us for dumping this whole mess into the laps of whatever law enforcement agency is responsible for such crimes.” Janet thought for a minute, and then added, “Of course, that’s one of the hang-ups. There haven’t been any laws broken, no crime committed.”

 “Let’s drop back a second and take a look at what we’ve got. We know the message originated in northern Baltimore County. We also know that if this is for real, someone’s prepared to pay five million dollars to have someone else killed. Five million dollars. My guess is, even allowing for inflation, you could wipe out half of Baltimore for less than that. So who’s worth that kind of money? Then there’s Shangri La. That makes no sense at all. Finally the schedule calls for the killing to be done by the first of November.”

 “Certainly not enough to go to the police,” Janet added.

 Payton sensed that Janet had something else in mind. Exactly what, he didn’t know. But he was relatively sure he was about to find out.

 “All right. What do you think?” Payton asked.

 “I think it’s a nice time of the year for a country vacation. I hear Pine Lakes is exceptionally pretty in the fall.”

 Payton locked Janet’s gaze, trying to determine whether she was simply joking or whether she really intended to drop everything and go to Pine Lakes on a mission of mercy. “Are you serious?” he asked.

 “Very.”


 “Why in God’s name would you pack your bags and go to Pine Lakes when we don’t even know if this thing’s for real?”


 “I have a feeling about this.”


 “And you always give in to your feelings?” Payton retorted.


 “When the need arises.” Janet crossed her legs again.


 “All right. Let’s say that I’m willing to follow you to Pine Lakes. Then what? We don’t have a damned thing to go on, and besides, even if we did, we don’t have the foggiest notion what we’re walking into.” Payton felt the adrenaline surge. “If this message’s real, then someone in Pine Lakes is planning a murder, and you don’t see anything wrong with plunging headlong into a tank of sharks?”

 “We won’t take any chances. We’ll spend a few days in Pine Lakes, find out who the likely suspects are, then turn everything over to the police. I’ve got the people over at UniNet watching their system for additional E mail coming out of or routed through Pine Lakes. If anything turns up, they’ll download the file into my mailbox. Maybe whoever’s behind this will continue using UniNet and the same encryption scheme he’s used up till now. If so, we’ll be able to read his mail. With any luck at all, we’ll have more to turn over in the way of evidence than we have today. It’s worth a shot.”

 Payton looked intently at Janet. His days of fighting other people’s battles had ended when he left the Marines. Now he was being drawn, like a mouse to the trap, into something sinister, dark, and foreboding. He needed to think, to consider his options. But Janet would have none of that. Like a high-speed computer, she had assessed the possibilities, analyzed the probabilities, and decided on an appropriate course of action–all of which she had mapped out in a few choice sentences. If Janet’s assumptions were correct, then his failure to take action would most likely result in someone’s death. 

 Payton doubted he could live with that. On the other hand, if this was all some kind of practical joke gone astray, they’d find out as soon as Janet’s friends at UniNet pinpointed the source. Besides, he could manage a few days away. Payton only hoped that by going to Pine Lakes, they weren’t walking blindly into a minefield.

 “When do you want to leave?” Payton asked. He had recently concluded several of his most active cases. Everything else could wait a few days. 

 “Tomorrow morning. I’ll pack tonight and meet you out front. How’s ten o’clock?”

 “That’s fine. I need to go into the office, which I’ll do tonight, to wrap up a few things. But that shouldn’t take long.” Payton rose and reached for his jacket. “See you in the morning.”








CHAPTER 5 


 



 



 The next morning, Payton was up by seven thirty. After his usual shower and shave, he dressed, slipping on a pair of his better jeans, a casual shirt, and a pair of Docksiders. Finally, he searched the back of his closet for the old duffel bag he used for long weekends at the beach. Payton packed enough casual clothes, along with the toiletries from his medicine cabinet, to last him at least a week. His duffel bag in hand, he did a quick check around the apartment. Everything in the condo looked all right. Payton slipped on his sunglasses and headed out the door. 

 He took the elevator from the tenth floor to the garage, where he had parked his one concession to success–a dark blue Jaguar XJS. As he settled in the bucket seat, Payton savored the aroma of the car’s interior, its Connolly leather smelling as rich as when he first picked up the car. 

 From the glove compartment he removed his set of maps and shuffled through the stack until he found the one of northern Maryland. With the map folded and resting on the steering wheel, he traced Interstate 83 from Baltimore north to the Pennsylvania line. 

 Payton turned the key, and listened to the purr of the engine. As soon as the engine warmed up, the tachometer returned to normal idle. Payton put in a cassette of his favorite singer and songwriter, Harry Chapin, and listened to Chapin’s hit “Taxi” as he backed out of the parking space. 


. . . . . .

 Janet was punctual, walking out the door of her apartment building just as Payton was pulling up to the curb. She wore tan khakis and a white turtleneck sweater. Payton hit the trunk release, then got out to help her with her things.

 “Only two suitcases?”

 “I travel light. Actually, there’s just a few clothes. Everything else is computer equipment–my portable computer and a modem,” Janet said laughing.

 “What’s so funny?”


 “Most women going away for a few days with a man don’t usually bring their computer equipment.”


 “This is different,” Payton replied unsure where their conversation was going.


 “I know.”


 After collecting Janet, he headed for the Jones Falls Expressway. Payton took the northbound entrance, picking up speed while mindful that he was “speeding ticket bait”. Traffic was light and they made good time.

 “This is what successful attorneys drive today?” Janet quipped.


 “Not exactly.”


 “Does that mean that you’re not successful, or that successful attorneys don’t drive Jags?”


 “Let’s put it this way. My success, limited though it may be, does not warrant driving an XJS. A local dealer ran into some problems that challenged my professional ability. After all was said and done, I accepted the car in lieu of a check. If it hadn’t been for that, we’d be driving to Pine Lakes in a Toyota station wagon.” 

 “So tell me, Steve, has there been a Mrs. Payton?”

 Payton hesitated for a moment. Janet was like a burglar, picking locks in doors he had long ago secured. It was becoming obvious that his emotional safeguards were falling like so many ancient horsemen–unable to ward off the encroaching Mongols.

 “I’m divorced,” Steve said perfunctorily.

 “I see,” Janet said, the hurt evident in her voice. “I’m sorry if I stepped on a taboo topic.”

 “It’s not that. Sometimes it seems my marriage was a long time ago; other times it feels as if all that grief occurred yesterday. Cynthia and I met at law school, and the match seemed perfect. We dated for several months, got engaged, and then married.”

 “What happened?” 

 “I wanted a family; she didn’t. I can still remember the shocked look on her face when I first broached the topic. Having children was not in her crystal ball. After the first discussion, every time I brought it up, she kept putting me off. Finally, I got the message–no kids.”

 “And that was the beginning of the end?”

 Payton nodded his head. “It didn’t take long before the only thing we shared was our common interest in the law. Then that changed. I wanted a small practice. Cynthia courted the big law firms. She’s working for one of Baltimore’s more prestigious law practices. Her success was obviously measured in the depth of her office’s carpeting. They’re probably billing her out for three hundred an hour.”

 Payton shrugged. “By her standards, she had it made. The rest, needless to say, is history.”


 “And your practice?” 


 “I believe in diversification. It keeps things interesting. I’ll take on any case as long as it piques my interest.”


 “Like for instance?” Janet asked.


 “Well, I’ve handled routine commercial stuff–leases and acquisitions. There’ve been a few contract negotiations and land sales. That kind of thing. Then, there’s my pro bono work. Enough about me already. Tell me about Janet Phillips.”

 Janet shifted in the bucket seat. “I don’t know where to start.”

 “Start with the good stuff. How about important relationships? Any men in your life? ”

 “As far as the past, I guess I never was in one spot long enough to have a relationship reach the point where getting engaged and married was in the picture. Of course, there’re been men in my life, but no major commitments.”

 “And now?” Payton interjected.

 “Nary a soul,” Janet said wistfully.

 He drove at a steady pace north through the suburbs of Baltimore County. They were about six miles from the Maryland Pennsylvania line when he spotted the sign for Pine Lakes. Payton exited the interstate and continued to follow the signs.

 As they headed away from I83, all they could see were rolling green fields and fences–farm country. Several horse farms with their sprawling, well manicured pastures and modern stables were arrayed to the left of the road. Thoroughbred racing was big business in Maryland, and obviously a major part of the local economy. The miles began to pile up before they saw the beginnings of what he’d term civilization.

 Finally, they came upon a traffic light at the intersection of the road that they had been traveling on, and what Payton took to be a major cross street. Although the light was green in his direction, he slowed, looking first left and then right. Off to the left he saw a continuation of another country road like the one he was on. To the right, he noticed a small gas station and a church. He turned right and slowly made his way down what passed for Pine Lakes’ main street. 

 Payton passed a small lumberyard that probably did barely enough business to stay open given that they also sold hardware and paints. Next door stood a row of stores; no big names were on any of the signs. On the front of the post office, a sign said, ‘Pine Lakes, Maryland’. Welcome to Pine Lakes, he thought. Across the street, a tractor sales and repair store seemed to do a lively business. A couple of other small stores, all of which appeared to cater to the local farmers, followed. 

 “We’d better get our bearings,” Payton said as they passed the post office. “Maybe we can find someplace in this backwater to grab a sandwich, and someone who knows enough about the town to point us in the right direction. We also need to figure out where the nearest motel is.”

 “That sounds fine with me. From the looks of things, Holiday Inn and Ramada have skipped this place.”

 Payton saw what passed for the town’s restaurant, and was about to pull over when he noticed the sign on the door announcing that the place was closed while its owner was on vacation. They continued down the street. At the end of the two block shopping area, he noticed a bar big enough to possibly even serve food. A sign directed him to park on the far side of the restaurant. He pulled in and parked the car. They went up the steps leading to the front door and walked in. 

 Except for the bartender, the place was empty. In front near the entrance, a pool table stood, its worn felt top telling of too many games being played, most likely on the weekends when there was no where else to go except maybe up to York or down into Baltimore. Two ancient Space Invader machines stood along the left wall up to the first of the bar stools. The dark, pockmarked bar wrapped around from the wall, went out a few feet, and then ran straight to the kitchen door. 

 A sign over a second doorway in the rear said “rest rooms”. The rest of the place was a combination of tables with chairs and booths, most of which were against the far wall. They took seats at the bar.

 The bartender was a big, burly guy. He wore a white apron spotted with stains of every conceivable hue. Payton figured that it probably hadn’t been washed in a week. The man’s hair was of medium length, and from the looks of things, received no more attention than his apparel. His jowls seemed to droop at the same angle as his stomach, the latter hanging down over his belt, hiding it from view.

 “Hi, are you still serving lunch?” Payton asked. 

 “Sure. Serve food all day,” he said, sliding a single-page plastic-laminated menu across the bar. “Take your pick.” 

 Payton handed the menu to Janet, and then looked over her shoulder. It was the standard bar fare, a few hot sandwiches–burgers or barbecue you could heat up in a microwave. The rest were all quick fixes and except for the burgers, were cold. 

 Janet turned up her nose. “I wonder what’s safe to eat?” 

 “I think we’d better play it safe–soup and a sandwich, something easy like a burger,” Payton suggested. Janet nodded in agreement.

 “Have any soup?” Payton asked when the bartender stopped dipping dirty glasses in the sink. From the temperature in the place, no more than sixty degrees, the bartender liked it on the cold side. The soup would warm them up.

 “I can whip you up some of the standard forty seven varieties stuff. Whaddya want, chicken noodle, vegetable . . . ?” 


 “Whatever’s convenient. We’re not particular; just make sure it’s hot. And I’ll take a burger if that’s no problem.”


 “And the lady?” the barkeep asked, catching an eyeful of Janet.


 “She’ll have the same.”


 “No problem. Whaddya want to drink?”


 Janet opted for an iced tea; Payton asked for a Pepsi.


 The soup was ready first. No wonder, since the gorilla had obviously microwaved it right out of the can. Their hamburgers followed a few minutes later. Unsure how old the beef was, he sniffed lightly at the burger. 

 Given the cool reception, Payton figured on a quiet lunch. He was surprised when the bartender came over to where he was seated. Payton watched out of the corner of his eye as the man pushed his rear end up against the soda cooler, which sat under the rows of glasses and bottles against the wall, then braced his feet against the bottom of the sink behind the bar. It didn’t make any difference whether it was New York or out in the middle of nowhere, a bartender’s a bartender.

 “Where y’all from?” the bartender asked inquisitively. 

 “Baltimore.” The town probably saw few strangers. “We’re taking a few days off and decided that Pine Lakes would be a great place to recharge the batteries.”

 “Hell, the noisiest Pine Lakes gets is on Saturday night when everyone comes in to shoot some pool and have a few beers. If you’re looking for a place to unwind, this might be just what the doctor ordered.”

 “Any hotels or motels around?”


 The bartender scratched his chin, and then said, “No, I’m afraid we’re a mite short on accommodations.”


 “No place at all to stay?” Payton asked. “No boarding house?”


 The bartender’s scowl changed to a sly grin. “Well, I might have a place for you.” 


 Payton's gut feeling told him he was about to be had.


 “My name’s Ted, and you’re...”


 “Steve Payton. This is Janet.” Payton decided not to advertise the fact that they weren’t man and wife.


 “Well Mr. Payton, my old aunt’s place just outside of town been empty since the old biddy met her maker six months ago. It’s furnished and all. Left it just the way it was when she died. Since then, I’ve been trying to figure out what I want to do with it. Being its empty and all, I don’t see any problem if you was to rent it.”

 Janet immediately began to wonder what she had gotten them into. Images of a ramshackle farmhouse that probably hadn’t seen much care flashed through her mind. As Payton hedged, Janet blurted out, “Let’s go take a look at it, Steve. Ted’s probably got a great idea!”

 Payton's attention had been fixed on the bartender, but Janet was certain she heard his neck snap when the significance of her suggestion struck home.

 “You all go right up there and look the place over. There’s a key under the flowerpot next to the stoop. If you want it, call me, and we’ll work out the terms.” 

 Ted went over to the other end of the bar to map out the route to the farm. As soon as he was out of earshot, Payton turned to Janet. “Is that iced tea spiked?”

 “Nope. Look, how bad can it be? From the sound of things, his aunt’s farm is the only place available, and we need at least two rooms. A kitchen would be nice as would a living room or anywhere else where we can spread out the computer gear.”

 Ted returned, map in hand. “You must’ve come from the interstate, so go back the way you came. Don’t make the turn. Just keep ongoing. That’ll put you on this road,” Ted said pointing to the thickly penciled line traversing the page. “Follow my map from there on. There’s a mailbox where the road to the house meets the main one. The name’s Stewart. You can’t miss it. This here’s my number,” he said pointing to seven digits at the bottom of the page. “We close at midnight.”

 They finished their lunch, paid the bill and headed out the door. 

 As they got back into the Jag, Janet took the map. “I’ll navigate.”

 Twenty minutes later they turned into an unpaved driveway marked by a country mailbox, the kind with the little metal flag the mail carrier flips up when he delivers the mail. The fenced in part of the farm on both sides of the driveway had to be pasture without any livestock. Payton was concerned that the Jaguar would bottom out on the driveway’s center rise, but the car cleared it without more than an occasional thump. 

 Near the house, the driveway forked, with one leg running through a stand of trees in the front. The other went straight to the barn, which was situated behind the house and about two hundred feet away. Payton couldn’t figure what protection the barn afforded its occasional inhabitants or the equipment stored inside since he could see right through it. Given the condition of the walls, Payton doubted the roof was in any better shape.

 “I don’t know about this,” Payton said as he pulled the car up to the side of the house.


 “We’re not buying it, Steve.”


 “You might not be so optimistic after the first rain,” Payton retorted.


 Janet found the key, and was already up the wide front steps and across the porch, which was at least twelve feet wide. It ran across the front of the house and then down along both sides. On the right side of the house, several wooden chairs had been placed in the middle of the porch. An old-fashioned two person swing chair was on the left. They wiped their feet on the welcome mat, and entered the house. The wide front door had three horizontal partitions. The lower one consisted of three panels, while the upper two were glass covered by chintz curtains.

 With Payton on her heels, they walked in. 


 “Whew!” Janet exclaimed. The mustiness assaulted her nostrils. 


 “I guess we’d better leave the door open,” Payton suggested. “Better yet, I’ll open the windows.”


 The living room took up the entire right side of the house. It was decorated with casual, but comfortable furniture. In spite of the worn carpeting, Payton recognized the care Ted’s aunt had put into the room. The dining room was off to their left. Four chairs, two on each side, encircled the maple drop leaf dining room table. A matching hutch stood against the wall. The main hallway appeared to head toward the rear of the house. Payton could make out the old fashioned wood cabinets with glass fronts that hung in the kitchen surrounding a Formica topped kitchen table.

 “What do you think?” Payton asked.

 “It’ll be fine.”

 The steps led to the second and third floor bedrooms and bathroom. They found two bedrooms and some sort of sewing room on the second floor. The third floor had three bedrooms and a private bath. 

 “This place has got more nooks and crannies than an English muffin,” Payton said.

 “How do you want to work this?” Janet asked.

 “I guess we’d better take rooms on the second floor. That’ll leave the living room and dining room to work in. I’ll call Ted and see what kind of a deal I can work out.”

 Payton smiled as he watched Janet explore the house. While Payton searched out the telephone, she was out the front door. Like a kid on a camping trip, she couldn’t wait to get settled. 

 By the time Payton walked back into the living room, Janet had already picked which bedroom she wanted and deposited Payton's duffel bag in the other.

 “How did it go with Ted?”

 “Better than I thought when I saw the light flash on behind his eyes when he realized that we were at his mercy. Anyway, the place is ours on a weekly basis.” Payton flopped down in one of the two wing-backed chairs.

 “I checked out the kitchen while you were on the phone. There’s plenty of silverware, dishes, and glasses, but we need to make a food run before tonight.”

 “We can hit that market in Pine Lakes or run up 83 to the nearest major food store.” Payton thought for a moment. “Look, since I need to give Ted the first week’s rent, why don’t we head back into town, see what we can learn from him, and then worry about our shopping?”

 “That sounds fine to me,” Janet said. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”








CHAPTER 6 


 



 Shortly after takeoff from Los Angeles, the huge Boeing 747 reached cruising altitude. Air traffic control referred to the plane by its official “SAM 28000” designation unless the President was aboard. Then and only then the Boeing became Air Force One.

 Since they had boarded the plane, the President had been sequestered with his aides, rehashing the meetings with the heads of several major industry groups. The President had solicited their comments on his controversial economic plan, and he had gotten them. The closed-door session in the Air Force One conference room had been going strong since takeoff. From the looks of things, no one was going to get a break until they landed at Andrews.

 Allen Thiesse checked his watch, and tried to relax. Since Daniel Varrick’s election five years earlier, the Special Agent in Charge, or SAC, of the Presidential Protection Division (PPD) held the weighty responsibility of protecting the President of the United States. It was his job to ensure that no one, sane or not, could get close enough to harm the man he was sworn to guard–with his very life if the need arose. 

 Daniel Varrick had been a two term governor of his home state, Arizona, when President Nixon tapped him to head the CIA’s Vietnam operation. His stint at the intelligence agency had taken in the end of the war and years of the return to the cold war. With Jimmy Carter’s election, Varrick had returned to private practice, but politics nipped at his heals. The citizens of Arizona elected him to the U. S. Senate. After several terms representing the state, Daniel Varrick sought and received his party’s nomination for President.

 The Secret Service had assigned Allen Thiesse to the detail protecting the candidate early in the campaign. Thiess’s firsthand view led him to respect the man and his goals. The agent liked Varrick's easygoing personality and his sense of humor–one he often shared with the PPD detail. Most of all he liked the President's willingness to cooperate when security dictated changes in his plans. 

 When the votes were tallied, the man from Arizona became the President elect and the Oval Office’s newest occupant. Varrick had immediately requested that Thiesse head his protection detail. The big jump in position had surprised everyone in the Service’s hierarchy. It also portended other changes to come from a President more interested in people who got the job done right than those owed political favors.

 Nonetheless, at forty six Thiesse sometimes felt that his entire adult life had been spent running alongside limousines or doing “advances” in some godforsaken city before a Presidential or vice Presidential visit. The gray that had started out along his temples had spread to the point where it had just about taken over what used to be wavy black hair.

 Thiesse shifted his six-foot four-inch frame to a more comfortable position. He had been carrying a gun for years, but even after all that time, the presence of the Sig Sauer P228 under his left armpit was a constant reminder of the danger inherent in his job. Thiesse reached under his jacket and shifted his holster toward his back, moving the semiautomatic out of the way. 

 For years, the Service had stuck by the Smith & Wesson K 19. It was only after most of the other federal agencies and countless local and state police departments shifted to the higher capacity nine millimeters that the Secret Service had decided to make a change. Virtually every handgun manufacturer had been after the contract to supply the Secret Service with new handguns. The Service, intent upon getting the best regardless of origin, went into an exhaustive testing program at its Beltsville training facility. 

 The replacement had to have at least the knockdown power of their old standby, with the capability to carry more rounds and the accuracy to place those shots on target. The result was the selection of the Swiss-designed and German-manufactured Sig Sauer nine-millimeter P228 semiautomatic with Siglite night sights, which gave the agents a superior sight picture even in total darkness. Now instead of a mere six rounds, each agent carried thirteen shots in the gun and a spare clip of twelve more. 

 The changeover to the new guns had been a logistics nightmare. Thiesse and the other agents, who had carried revolvers for decades, found themselves with a semiautomatic that had completely different handling characteristics. But after hours of practice, Thiesse decided he liked the Sig Sauer. It was far more accurate than the old Smith & Wesson, and he could bring more firepower to bear if he needed to. 

 The only problem was the weight. Empty it was lighter than his revolver; fully loaded, it weighed considerably more. Still, the new equipment enhanced his ability to protect the President, and if carrying another pound or two helped do that, it was well worth the effort.

 They had been in the air a little over an hour. Their anticipated flight time to Andrews was six hours, allowing for the tail winds. The President remained in his meeting, which showed no signs of concluding soon. Thiesse leaned back in his seat, and picked up the inter phone. He punched the extension for the galley, then asked the steward for a large mug of coffee. Located behind the Presidential staffers’ compartment, the main galley provided food for the President and his top staff and guests. The rest of his team took their meals from the aft galley that also fed the on board Air Force Security personnel, and the members of the invited press. 

 Although he wasn’t overweight, Thiesse had been watching the scale creep up every time he stepped on it. If he cut back now, he’d avoid having to start a major diet. A few minutes later, one of the stewards handed Thiesse a steaming mug of coffee. “I held up your order while we brewed a fresh pot,” the man told Thiesse. The fresh coffee smelled good. 

 “Thanks. It’s been a long day, and it’s not over by a long shot.”

 As the steward returned to the galley, Thiesse eased back in the seat. His mind wandered, finally settling on the time he first joined the Secret Service, twenty-three years ago.


. . . . . .

 Allen Thiesse had begun his role as a Treasury agent not in the Secret Service, but rather in Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms, or ATF. After passing the Treasury Department’s law enforcement exam, he enrolled in the Treasury Law Enforcement School, where for three months he trained in the applicable areas of law enforcement. 

 When he graduated, he was literate in the art of making arrests, testifying in court, gathering the information at a crime scene, and all the legalities that went with carrying a federal badge. Though ATF’s primary role was making sure the taxes were paid on alcohol and tobacco products, Thiess’s tenure at ATF’s New York field office was spent pursuing felons who thought that selling automatic weapons was an excellent way to enhance their standard of living. 

 Married for over a year and a half, Thiesse and his wife were eager for an assignment to a field office in a city where they could begin to put down roots, and New York definitely wasn’t it. Their first major shock occurred when Thiesse realized that the cost of living in New York was higher than they had expected. Unable to find an affordable apartment in the city, the couple ended up moving to Long Island. 

 Allen commuted to the city each day on the Long Island Expressway, known far and wide as a “parking lot” during both the morning and evening rush hours. With an hour and a half commute each way, Thiess’s days began early and ended late.

 His first case involved the sale of automatic weapons. Since the case also involved counterfeiting, however, the Secret Service too was involved. For a change everything went well. With the help of a local confidential informant, or CI, ATF was able to pinpoint the source of the guns. A benevolent judge issued the required search warrants; the resultant raid unearthed the hardware as well as a considerable stash of counterfeit currency. 

 With the perps in jail, Thiesse had a few drinks with the Secret Service agent who had been working with him. Impressed by his counterpart at ATF, the agent suggested that Thiesse consider a transfer to the agency. 

 A month later, Allen Thiesse had his first interview. The interviewer went over every job Thiesse had held since he was eighteen, verifying that there were no unexplained gaps. If Thiesse couldn’t account for a given period, it might mean that he had been in prison, or worse somewhere in the Soviet Union studying the art of espionage. He was questioned about his parents, their parents, and the rest of his relatives. Since neither Allen nor his wife had any relatives living behind the Iron Curtain, that part of the session was straightforward. He then reviewed Thiesse’s education and job history. Finally, they went over every trip Allen Thiesse had taken outside the continental United States whether on business or vacation. When it was over, three hours had passed, and the candidate had answered all the questions to the best of his ability. 

 Thiesse also completed the myriad security clearance forms needed for his background investigation. The Treasury Department handles its security clearances in the same manner as the Department of Defense, with clearance levels ranging from Confidential at the lowest end, to Secret and then Top Secret. He would have to qualify for a Top Secret clearance. Since he could be in close contact with the President, he also needed to pass a Special Background Investigation or SBI, a microscopic inspection of the applicant’s entire background from birth to the present. 

 In the civilian sector a Top Secret clearance with Special Background Investigation could easily take a year or more; the Secret Service however, expedites the clearance processing for prospective agents. His Top Secret Special Access clearance in hand, Thiesse reported to the Service’s James J. Rowley Training Center in Beltsville, Maryland, a scant three months later. 

 With the move to the Secret Service, the Thiesses decided to rent an apartment in nearby Laurel on a monthly basis. If Allen’s career was going to be in Protective Operations, they could relocate closer to Washington. Meanwhile, they would be far enough out of the Washington metropolitan area for the higher cost of living not to affect them. 

 The Beltsville Training Center was located along the Baltimore Washington corridor, closer to the Capital than its neighboring city to the north, and not far from Thiess’s new apartment. The Service had named the Training Center after a past director of the Secret Service who had established a formal training program specifically for Secret Service agents. All agents in training spent time initially, and later in their careers for retraining at the Training Center’s sixty-acre facility.

 Thiesse already knew there were six primary departments in the Service. The Office of Protective Operations includes Presidential Protective and Vice Presidential Protective Divisions or PPD and VPPD. These two groups got the most attention since they represent the public’s image of the Secret Service. However the Service also has the Office of Protective Research that handles the intelligence collection relating to threats against their “protectees”, Research & Development, and Technical Security. Research and Development is responsible for the systems development used to support the Secret Service’s missions across the country. Technical Security handles the investigation of equipment and systems that are commercially available or available through other governmental agencies. This equipment is used to enhance the overall level of protection for the ‘protectees’ or to foil the counterfeiters so intent upon mastering their art.

 The Service’s Office of Investigations is responsible for the sixty-odd field offices located in most major cities, while the Office of Inspection deals with the internal affairs of the organization. All aspects of the agents’ and uniformed personnel training is handled by the Office of Training. Finally, a public relations group is responsible for maintaining the Service’s image with the public. Agents are often moved around from one area to another as their grades increased, or as their supervisors felt there was a need for the agent’s specific talents. In recent years, the Service had been exposing field agents to the more esoteric technical disciplines in an effort to make the agents more rounded.

 Allen Thiesse found the sign pointing to the main entrance of the facility about a quarter mile before he actually got to the center’s road. Until that point, he had only suspected that he had the right place from the ‘U. S. Government Property’ signs posted along the fence line next to the public road. As he approached the main entrance, he slowed down. As he stopped at the security check point, a plainclothes agent exited the building to his right and came over to the car.

 “Good morning,” the agent said, adjusting his suit jacket over the pancake holster he wore on his right hip. “Can I see some identification?”

 Thiesse presented his gold Secret Service badge and ID card. As he did so, he noticed the closed circuit television cameras covering the security checkpoint. He couldn’t see through the security control center’s heavily tinted glass, but he was certain other agents were watching the flow of vehicles into the facility. 

 “Can you direct me to the training center?” Thiesse asked politely. The other agent smiled. He had seen countless ‘newbies’ drive down the same road on their way to adventure and excitement protecting the nation’s leaders. Most ended up tracking down counterfeiters or following leads in the pursuit of thieves who stole government checks.

 “Sure. Drive straight down the road about a quarter of a mile, and you’ll see the main building on your right. You’re supposed to meet there. There’s a parking lot across the street. You can park in any space not marked ‘Reserved’. Have a nice day,” the agent said smiling.

 Thiesse drove down the road until he got to the parking lot. He didn’t find a parking space in the first section, but luckily he found a spot in the second. He got out, locked the car, and crossed the road. 

 When he got to the lobby, a sign directed him to one of the classrooms down the hall to his right. From the looks of things, the classes at the Training Center not only included those for the regular agents, but also for the Uniformed Division personnel. These men and women would be assigned to guard the White House grounds. When he got to the classroom, there were another dozen or so agents already standing around drinking coffee. Allen Thiesse went over to the coffee machine and poured himself a cup of coffee. He then found a seat in the front of the room. A few minutes later, an instructor entered the room, and called the class to order.

 “Good morning. My name is Donald Lynch. I’ll be responsible for your training for the next several weeks.” The instructor surveyed the group of eager young faces looking up at him. Mentally, he counted heads. Thirty-two new students. At the current rate, maybe twenty of them would end up graduating.

 “As you may have guessed by now, the Service trains all its law enforcement personnel here at the Rowley Training Center. That includes the agents assigned to our field offices. We also train the people assigned to PPD and VPPD. In addition the Center provides training for the Counter Assault Teams, Counter Sniper Teams, and Uniformed Division personnel. In fact you’ll even find some of our four legged trainees right next door. You may have noticed the kennels and obstacle course on the right side as you drove in this morning.” He paused to take a drink of his coffee before continuing on.

 “Out here you’ll be trained in the elements of hand-to-hand combat as they apply to the role you’ll have in the Service. You’ll also get extensive firearms training in small arms. Your primary weapon is the Smith and Wesson model K19 .357 Magnum. We’ll also teach you to shoot the Remington Model 870 twelve gauge shotgun and the Uzi 9 millimeter submachine gun. If you end up assigned to the Counter Assault teams, you’ll receive weapons training in the weapons they use. No matter what weapon’s in your hands, we expect you to be able to hit the target and do so consistently.”

 Thiesse carefully listened to Lynch’s opening comments. He hoped his training would be more extensive than he got at ATF. Thiesse felt he was proficient with the handgun, but had never had his skills tested in real life. If he had to pick a single assassin out of a group of people, he wanted to make sure that he’d hit what he had aimed at.

 “In between your physical and firearms training, we’ll work in classes on the law with emphasis on those laws the Secret Service upholds. At one time or another in your career, you’ll be assigned to a case involving the counterfeiting of U.S. currency. So that you all won’t fall on your respective faces, we’ll teach you more about United States currency than you thought possible. And we’ll teach you how counterfeiters go about applying their craft. We’ll also give you a thorough rundown on the kind of support you can expect from our Washington laboratory. By the time you leave here, you’ll know how to put a counterfeiting case together in your sleep. You’ll even learn a few things about diplomatic protocol, which you’ll need if you’re assigned to a detail protecting one of the countless foreign dignitaries visiting the States.”

 Lynch wanted the trainees enthusiastic, but he also wanted them to know that as long as they were at the center, they’d be pulling a heavy load. Between the course material and training sessions, each of them would be working harder than they’ve ever worked before. Those that cut it would graduate. The others would be cut loose.

 “You’ll get a heavy dose of hand-to-hand combat some of which you’ll learn in the gym. Other parts of that training will be out on the street where you’ll apply what you’ve learned. For those of you who’re wondering, there aren’t any mats on the streets.”

 “If and when you graduate, you’ll be fully versed in the crimes that the Service investigates, the techniques available to you for those investigations, and the correct manner of making apprehensions. In short, gentlemen and ladies, you’ll be Secret Service agents. I hope you’ll find your time here worthwhile. I look forward to seeing each of you at graduation.”

 



 



 Special Agent Thiesse got his wish and more. He learned about the various Federal and state laws applicable to his work. Experts briefed the trainees in the areas of nuclear, chemical and biological warfare. Protocol experts from the State Department gave the agents lengthy talks on how State wanted their ‘guests’ handled. They also learned the intricacies of diplomatic protocol. The students even got a crash course in psychology by Secret Service instructors. Thiesse paid careful attention as the class explored the theories on crowd dynamics. Agents protecting the President or Vice President had to be able to read the signs that indicated their protectee was in danger. The instructors taught them how to gauge a crowd so that they could anticipate danger. Thiesse and his fellow students learned how the United States makes its currency, and all about the latest forgery techniques. They were taught how to spot a counterfeit bill, and equally important, how to identify the genuine article.

 The Service held true to its word. The intricacies of hand-to-hand combat were first explained, then practiced repeatedly. In each case, the would-be agents learned how to move so their actions would attract the least amount of attention while getting the desired effect. When it became necessary to subdue an individual, the Service wanted to do it with the least amount of activity. All their hand-to-hand training was first performed on padded mats. Later, they moved to simulated street scenes where there were no padded mats to prevent the bruises and ease the falls.

 The firearms training was also extensive. Agents moved from the standard rifle and pistol ranges to specialized ranges modeled after the FBI Academy’s Hogan Alley. The agents went up against pop-up targets, some of which were ‘bad guys’ while others were civilians. The instructors frowned on agent-trainees shooting the ‘civilians’. The students were also taught how to fire against an adversary standing in the middle of a crowd, a likely scenario for those going into Protective Operations. They learned by heart the three commandments of Protective Ops: sound off, arm’s reach consideration, and cover & evacuate. Anytime an agent saw a threat to the protectee, the first step was to ‘sound off’ alerting the rest of the protection detail to the threat. Unless the attacker was within ‘arm’s reach’, the agent was to ‘cover’ the protectee and ‘evacuate’ getting the protectee back to a safe harbor.

 Agents selected to drive the Presidential limousine were trained in evasive driving. They practiced evasive maneuvers by driving out-of-commission limousines through a maze of rubber traffic cones. The agents learned how to handle scenarios in which the attacking vehicle blocked the road in front of the President's car. Various types of road surfaces and shoulders allowed the agents to hone their driving skills. Most of the agent/drivers soon found themselves able to handle the huge car. They also learned how to cope with the stress that went with the job. The drivers who couldn’t deal with the nerve wracking stress of driving down a street constantly alert for an attack ended up in other assignments.

 With the rest of the student/trainees, Thiesse took the Assault on the Principal course, which schooled the agents in what to do when things went wrong-like how to deal with Murphy’s Law in action. During the course, the instructors set up mock scenarios where one agent played the role of the protectee while a cadre of the trainees served as his protection staff. Other instructors played the ‘bad guys’. The Center’s instructors graded the students on how well they handled the attack by the ‘bad guys’. In some cases, the protectee was ‘hit’ by gunfire. When that occurred the students were evaluated on how well they covered the protectee, while others neutralized the ‘bad guys’. They also had to provide immediate medical attention to the ‘wounded’ protectee, and get him out of danger.

 In other instances, the protectee would trip and fall. Certain team members were responsible for giving first aid while the rest established a defensive perimeter around the fallen man. Another mock attack ended with the protectee succumbing to a heart attack. The scenarios were as varied as the Training Center’s instructors could dream up. After the exercise, the instructors graded the performance of the student protection team as well as each trainee on the team. Later, the instructors and students reviewed the team’s performance from the start to finish. The trainees performed these protection exercises repeatedly. Once they graduated and were on the street, their movements had to be automatic. 

 The Kennedy assassination, although the saddest day in the annals of the Service, also served a purpose in the training course. Most of the students were the right age to have vivid memories of that bleak day in Dallas in 1963. After which, the Secret Service vowed they would never lose a protectee again. 

 When Kennedy arrived in Dallas, he was plunged into a political whirlpool. The Lone Star state didn’t like Kennedy, and although the Vice President was from Texas, Johnson was viewed as one of the Kennedy’s hacks rather than a power in his own right. With an election coming up, it was imperative that Texas, a crucial state in any campaign, be won over. To do that, the President's staff wanted Kennedy to appear closer to the crowds than usual. He could get closer to the people if he wasn’t hidden away in an armored limousine. With that objective in mind, the bubble top was removed from Kennedy’s Lincoln Continental. President Kennedy agreed with the staff’s recommendation, but took it one step further. He decided not to have the agents on the car’s running boards. All the agents assigned to protect the President therefore were on the Secret Service follow-up car, nicknamed the Queen Mary because of its weight. Those assigned to jog along beside the limo couldn’t keep up with the car. It was going eleven miles an hour faster than it should have been. The factors set the stage for the assassination. 

 There were several lessons to be learned from their review of the assassination. One was that the Secret Service agents assigned to protect the President had to make certain they were heard when the interests of the President's staff conflicted with good security practice. It was the staff members’ job to worry about the President's reelection chances, but it was the Secret Service’s responsibility to ensure that nothing happened to the President while he went about getting reelected. In the end, if the President overruled his security team, then even the best security procedures were to no avail.

 Finally, the students ‘graduated’ from the Training Center, and Thiesse received his custom-made earphone. Each agent working a protection detail had an earphone attached by a wire to a jack that in turn plugged into their belt-mounted communications transceiver. A second wire connected the small clip-on microphone to the plug and thus to the radio unit. The agent clipped the skin colored microphone to his shirt sleeve. Fully equipped, Allen Thiesse was ready to take on his first assignment.In addition to a thorough grounding in the laws that the Service upholds, the agent trainees received expert training in the handling of various firearms. These included their primary weapon, the Smith & Wesson K-19 .357 magnum as well as the Remington 870 twelve gauge shotgun and the Uzi 9 millimeter submachine gun. When they weren’t honing their skills on the firing range, they were practicing the hand to hand combat techniques necessary to subdue an attacker, first on padded mats and later on simulated streets where there were no mats to prevent bruises or ease the falls.

 In the classroom, Thiesse learned more about the manufacture and counterfeiting of U.S. currency than he ever thought possible. The instructors carefully explained how counterfeiters go about applying their craft, as well as how to spot counterfeit greenbacks. Thiess’s instructors emphasized the scientific evaluation of counterfeit bills by the Secret Service’s Washington labs, and how to put a counterfeiting case together for trial. 

 Protective Ops training included a crash course on psychology that explored the theories of crowd dynamics. The men and women assigned to protect the President or vice President had to be able to read the signs that indicated that their protectee was in imminent danger. The tenets of Protective Operations were drilled into each would be agent’s head: sound off, arm’s reach consideration, cover and evacuate. 

 Agents selected to drive the Presidential limousine got trained in evasive driving. They practiced evasive maneuvers by driving out of commission limousines through a maze of rubber traffic cones. They learned how to handle scenarios in which the attacking vehicle blocked the road in front of the President's car. Various types of road surfaces and shoulders allowed the agents to hone their driving skills. Handling the limousine was one thing; learning how to cope with the stress that went with the job was something else. Drivers who couldn’t deal with the nerve-racking stress of driving down a street constantly alert for an attack ended up in other assignments.

 Finally the students “graduated”, and Thiesse received his custom made earphone. Agents working a protection detail had earphones attached by a wire to a jack that in turn plugged into his belt mounted communications transceiver. A second wire connected the small clip on microphone, which generally was attached to the agent’s cuff, to two way radio. Fully equipped, Allen Thiesse was ready to take on his first assignment.

 Thiesse had hoped for a protection assignment, but the Service worked in strange and sometimes not so wondrous ways. Someone in the Service’s upper echelon figured that if Thiesse had lived in the New York area while he was with ATF, then that would be the best place to send him. So Allen Thiesse was assigned to the Service’s largest field office as a “newbie”, the greenest member of the team. 

 Thiesse promptly found himself lost in the shuffle of routine work handled by the office, most of which centered on tracking the sources of counterfeit bills or tracing stolen government checks. But on occasion, when the President or vice President visited the Big Apple, Thiesse supported Protective Operations. In spite of its size, there wasn’t much excitement in New York. Two years later, the Thiesses found themselves packing their belongings: the movers took the furniture and boxes; Thiesse and his wife drove the car. Their destination was Washington, D. C. He’d be working the vice President’s protection detail. 

 Soon the agent’s life had become one of pacing limousines and standing guard duty at whatever post the Special Agent in Charge (SAIC) or Assistant SAC (ASAIC) assigned him. He watched countless hands of faceless people until his head hurt. He was always on guard, looking for faces that didn’t belong–someone who was sweating when it was cold, or someone who was too cool in the heat of the day. 

 He looked for anyone who seemed out of place, always waiting for the radio message he feared most– “Gun Left” or “Gun Right”. Wanting to be certain he’d recognize any of these people if he saw them in the crowd, Thiesse memorized the faces of the active threat makers. He worked the crowd before the limo arrived, then continued his surveillance until the vice President was safely at his destination. There were other occasions where he arrived with the vice President. Thiess’s first act after getting out of the car was to unbutton his jacket. Nothing in the way of reaching his gun should the need arise. 

 Many agents assigned to Protective Operations “burned out” from the heavy travel, the long hours, and the pressure. These people were transferred off the high intensity Protective Ops teams. But Allen Thiesse seemed to flourish with each assignment. He learned how the Service protected the President and the vice President, each new trip a challenge. 

 Throughout the time that he spent guarding the elected leaders of the United States, Allen worked hard on his marriage. Whenever he had time off, he and Diane spent it together. Fortunately Diane had her own career, so she wasn’t left “high and dry” while Allen “advanced” the next vice Presidential trip. Their marriage became stronger. When he looked back on the years spent in Protective Ops, he credited Diane’s career with contributing to the glue that held their relationship together. 

 Election years posed the biggest problems for the Service, heavily taxing the agents. Every four years, the organization had to find extra agents to supplement those protecting the President and vice President while they were on the campaign trail. And that didn’t include the details needed to protect the candidates. 

 Manpower limitations were severe, and stayed that way right through the general election. Although the candidates and their spin doctors looked forward to Secret Service protection, the Service didn’t provide round the clock protection until after the man was a leading party candidate or until the White House ordered it. Every campaign manager coveted Secret Service protection. It was always more impressive when the candidate arrived in a Secret Service motorcade than in a private limousine.

 Thiesse worked Daniel Varrick’s protection detail as ASAIC during the candidate’s campaign for the Oval Office. When personal illness resulted in the reassignment of the team’s top man, Thiesse took over as Special Agent in Charge. Throughout the remaining months of the campaign, Daniel Varrick leaned heavily on Allen Thiesse. Thiesse harbored no illusions about being appointed PPD’s SAIC, and was surprised when the President elect pushed for his appointment to the post.

 Having a Secret Service protection team was entirely new to the candidate, who recognized that these people had a job to do. A modest man, Varrick felt there was little threat to his personal safety. Not wanting to make their job any more difficult than it already was, he cooperated fully with the Secret Service.


. . . . . .

 As the meeting broke up, the voices of the President and his staff interrupted Thiess’s reverie. Thiesse checked his tie, and then placed the empty cup on the table adjacent to his seat. As the President left the conference room, the agent noted the haggard look on Daniel Varrick’s gaunt face. 

 The President, shadowed by Thiesse, made his way forward. Before Daniel Varrick went into his office, he turned to Thiesse and said, “This is going to be a tough one, Allen. The nation’s business interests are not going to be happy with our new program.”

 “I’m confident you can handle them, Mr. President,” the agent said supportively. 

 The intercom buzzed as Thiesse watched the door close. He reached over to answer it. It was Col. Mark Haggerty, the Air Force One pilot. “Allen, we’ll be landing in about a half hour.”

 “Thanks,” Thiesse said hanging up the phone.

 Thirty minutes later, the most recognized symbol of the presidency gently rolled to a stop near the specially built operations and maintenance building. Thiesse waited patiently outside the President's office for him to emerge. From Andrews, it would be a short helicopter ride to the White House South Lawn. Once the President was safely back in his private living quarters on the second floor of the White House, Thiesse could call it a night.

 After the ground crew had maneuvered the mobile ramp to the front cabin entrance, one of the onboard crewmembers opened the door. Thiesse stood at the top of the ramp until the rest of his detail was in position. There had been plenty of times when Allen Thiesse wasn’t really sure why he put up with the hassles of his job and the strain on his marriage. But there were other, quieter moments like tonight, when he looked with pride at the dark blue letters spelling out The United States of America on the fuselage, and the Presidential seal next to the cabin entrance. They served as clear reminders of his weighty responsibilities to the man who led the most powerful nation on earth.

 Thiesse checked to see that the agents were at their posts. Keying his two way radio, Thiesse commanded, “All posts say status.” As each agent checked in, Thiesse visually checked the positioning of the Air Force security officers who supplemented his people when Air Force One was at Andrews. The Sikorsky VH-3D that would ferry them back to the White House was only a few feet from the 747. The agents who accompanied him on the trip were already in position near the helicopter. Everything was secure. 

 Thiesse knocked once on the President's door. “We’re ready when you are, Mr. President.”

 As Daniel Varrick left the airborne Oval Office, Thiesse led the way to the forward cabin door. “We’re moving,” Thiesse spoke into the microphone in his sleeve.

 



 










CHAPTER 7

 



 



 




September 28th

 John Grant’s ice blue eyes glanced down at the computer screen. They had agreed upon the encrypted message system during the project’s preliminary planning stages, and it had served them well, maintaining the security so essential to a successful mission.

 Of the Committee’s entire membership, Grant knew the identity of only the Chairman. The reverse also held true, in that only Charles Wingate and his chief of security, Bill Parker, knew their hired assassin. Therefore all of Grant’s communications with the Committee went through its chairman, which was exactly how Grant wanted it. 

 When the Committee first decided to act, Wingate tasked Parker with locating the right man for the job. It took Parker less than a month to screen several candidates, finally deciding on Grant. Wingate’s initial contact with the assassin took place between two phone booths–both selected at random. The basic arrangements were made, the deal struck, and money transferred from one equally anonymous Swiss bank account to the other. Grant was a strong believer in “need to know”–if you didn’t need to know the information to do your specific job, then you didn’t have access to it. 

 Grant paused for a moment, letting the significance of their ‘go’ decision settle in his mind. He had ample money for his expenses. More important, he had a basic plan of action. He had only to complete his planning and begin the implementation stage. During the past months, he had reviewed the basic plan over and over again, and Grant didn’t anticipate many changes. He had spent countless hours working out the details and developing a plan that would swing the heavily weighted odds against their success into Grant’s, and thus the Committee’s, favor. 

 Grant had sifted through the mass of data provided him by his newest employer. Someone definitely had access to all the right information. Grant had been briefed on the target’s security arrangements, he knew what frequencies his security personnel communicated on, how they were deployed, not to mention how many people were used, and how they were equipped. A plan had slowly evolved in Grant’s head, taking shape over the following months. Then he polished it until there was nothing left to question. Finally, he could proceed. 

 He was not quite sure whether he was happy or sad. His reaction to the news surprised him in that he always was up for a mission, but this time it was different. Maybe it was the old score that would finally be settled. Maybe it was the gravity of the task he was taking on. Either way, he had to complete his detailed plans now if he was going to meet the Committee’s schedule.

 He had already given some thought to his objective and how he could best carry off the hit. Selecting the approach was absolutely critical, and Grant always preferred a carefully placed rifle shot. His target was well protected, which meant he wouldn’t be allowed to get in close. Besides, even if he did manage to get within pistol range, he’d never escape. The target’s security also ruled out bombs. X-ray scanners and bomb sniffers–both electronic and four-legged–checked every parcel and envelope that made it to the target’s hands. Notwithstanding, Grant had an idea. He’d have to test the waters to see if it would work, but on the surface it looked promising.


. . . . . .

 Later that same afternoon, John Grant locked his motel room and went out to where he’d parked the rental car. He drove west along Interstate 70 from Baltimore, stopping along the way only at a truck stop for a quick cup of coffee. 

 Afterward, Grant followed the route that he had mapped out in his head until he found the turnoff that would take him north along the eastern edge of the park. He drove past the exits designating the beginning of the Cunningham Falls State Park, southern neighbor to the Catoctin National Forest, on the west side of the north south arterial. 

 He left Route 15 at the Route 77 interchange and took the westbound ramp onto Route 77, which tracked the border between the two parks. About a mile and a half on the right side, Grant found a sign directing him to the Catoctin Mountain Forest visitor center. He pulled past the single-story stone building and parked the car in one of the designated spaces. 

 Even so late in the season, the park drew many visitors; it was their last chance to commune with nature before winter set in. Hence Catoctin Mountain Forest was alive throughout the month with photo seminars, demonstrations, and nature hikes. They even had a special program that explained the art of making bootleg whiskey, complete with demonstrations using the park’s own still. 

 Inside the visitor center, the National Park Service displayed examples of the local flora and fauna. As he walked through the front door, a stuffed squirrel eyed him from its position on the “L” shaped glass counter. Grant already knew where he was going. Nonetheless, he picked up a fold out map from the counter, wondering how helpful the park ranger would have been had he known Grant’s true purpose in coming to the park. 

 When he got back to the car, Grant unfolded the map, placing it across the hood. The park stretched approximately seven kilometers, or about four and a half miles, on the diagonal. At its widest point, slightly west of where Grant was, it ran for another 3.5 kilometers. The road the visitor center was on, Park Central Road, continued due north past an area called Misty Mount and then cut west, following a somewhat jagged path through the park. 

 He figured he’d find a spot to leave the car, and hike in from there. Before doing so, Grant wanted an overview of the park. From what he’d been told, he knew his objective’s southern perimeter was only yards from Park Central Road. Grant left the visitor center parking lot and turned right. He followed Park Central Road past Misty Mount. When he passed the signs for Hog Rock, Grant dropped his speed to twenty miles per hour. Almost immediately, he saw the signs warning against standing, stopping, or parking. He was in the right place. 

 Warning signs heavily marked the road into Camp Three. Closest to Park Central Road, the signs simply said, “Stop. Restricted Area. Do Not Enter. Violators Will Be Fined”. Further up the drive, the warnings took on a more ominous tone. “Warning–Restricted Area. Keep Out. Authorized Personnel Only” atop a detailed explanation of the authority under whose direction Camp Three was protected.

 Through the trees, he could barely make out the chain-link fence. Grant speeded up, not wanting to draw the attention of the park police, who frequently patrolled the area. Grant stayed on Park Central until it tee’d into Foxville Deerfield Road. There he turned right again, and continued north past Owens Creek toward Lantz. 

 A half mile south of Lantz, Grant found what he’d been looking for–a good place to stash the car. The side road dead ended at an abandoned house, and there were no signs that anyone had made use of the house or its driveway in quite some time. Grant followed the dirt road until he located a secluded spot, where he parked the car. From the trunk, he removed his backpack. 

 In the military, Grant had become accustomed to carrying seventy-pound packs for days on end. His pack, weighing in at thirty pounds, was an easy carry. He slipped his arms through the shoulder straps and made a few minor adjustments before heading off into the woods.

 He could have approached his objective using a more direct route, but stealth was imperative, and his plan certainly gave him that. He checked his compass, and then took off in a south southwest direction. According to his calculations, he had under a mile to go. Unfortunately the Park Service did not cut trails where Grant was going, which slowed him up. But then, there was no rush. The car would be safe, and staying off the park’s designated parking areas ensured that no inquisitive park ranger would run a license plate check on it.

 En route, he stopped to take a drink of water. Off through the woods, Grant heard the sound of foraging deer; probably a doe teaching her offspring a few final lessons before they went off on their own. He hooked his canteen back on his webbed belt and moved stealthily toward them. Grant checked the air currents and decided to approach the deer from downwind. If they were going to evade his pursuit, the deer would have to rely on their hearing. Conscious of every step he took, Grant carefully checked the ground before placing his foot down. Had he stepped on even one dry twig, his quarry would be long gone. He soundlessly moved aside any branches in his way, inching closer to the deer. 

 The three deer were grazing on the tender stalks of grass. Their white tails, which they wave in the air like distress flags, were hanging motionless–they were unaware his presence. Had he wanted to, he could have walked up and touched them. However, he was content to test his stealth abilities, using the techniques the Special Forces had taught him over twenty years ago. Not surprisingly, he hadn’t lost his touch.

 One of the deer stopped eating, and turned to face him. It was a beautiful doe, ears up, scanning the forest for any sound of danger or man, the two being synonymous. The two smaller deer were, as he had expected, this year’s crop of fawns almost ready to forage on their own. 

 John Grant could line up his sniper scope on a man at five hundred yards, quarter the target, test the wind, and then squeeze the trigger sending a high-velocity round into the target’s head. But his quarry could kill him. It was not one sided. He was as much the hunted as he was the hunter. Silently so as not to disturb the family, Grant turned around and headed back to his original trail. 

 Grant continued in the same direction for another hour before he hit the taut wire marking the site’s perimeter. Signs suspended from the wire designated the area as U.S. Navy property, and warned all trespassers to stay out. About a hundred feet away, he could see a more substantial chain-link fence. Grant slipped under the wire, and slowly approached the inner fence. 

 If he were caught in the “exclusion zone”, he could always explain say that he was just an inquisitive hiker. As long as the police only ran a National Crime Information Center, or NCIC, check, he’d be fine. There were no wants or warrants out for John Grant. But he’d rather not chance it.

 There had to be security outposts along the perimeter, most likely in the corners. Grant swung his field glasses left and then right, but didn’t see any manned positions. He surmised that he must be between two guard posts.

 Carefully he inspected the fence fabric and its mounting posts. Had the fence been electrified, it would have been insulated from the ground, and the mounting posts likewise would have been mounted on large ceramic insulators. Grant had seen one nuclear weapons storage site in Albuquerque, New Mexico, where the entire fence line was “hot”. No one knew when the power was on or when it was off, but the current and voltage were more than sufficient to fry anyone touching the fence. He knew that whenever the government used electrified fencing, it always erected a triple fence, with the middle fence “hot”. Any other approach would have led to lawsuits initiated by the next of kin of those made into crispy critters. The fence posts were well anchored directly into the ground, but absent were the telltale white ceramic insulators.

 Grant next checked the fence for any electronic security devices. The government used several different types of intrusion detection systems to detect anyone touching, cutting, or climbing a fence. The fence in front of Grant was also devoid of detectors. It was neither alarmed nor electrified. Of course it was possible the government had used seismic or pressure detection sensors. But had they done so, they would have been inside the fence. Otherwise, every time a deer set off one of the sensors, the guards would come running. 

 Just because they didn’t have any intrusion sensors on the fence or adjacent to it didn’t mean there weren’t any television cameras. He knew security operators had a tough time keeping a wary eye on the multitude of cameras that brought back individual pictures to the security control center. The government’s own studies showed that after fifteen or twenty minutes, even the most conscientious operator missed subtle changes in the picture. The more cameras displayed in front of a given operator, the more apt he would be to overlook something critical. 

 Of course, the cameras could have been equipped with digital video motion detectors. These state-of-the-art units sliced the video coming back to the control center into tiny pixels, typically eight or sixteen thousand little squares. A computer monitored each pixel for any changes, such as those caused by someone moving through the picture. Once detected, the computer sounded the alarm. The only problem was that motion detectors couldn’t distinguish an intruder from leaves blowing in the wind, the sun rising or setting, or small animals moving through the area. 

 Grant doubted that any cameras in use were fitted with the feature. If they were, the cameras were most likely pointed parallel to the fence line, where there were fewer sources of nuisance alarms, and not off into the woods. Grant still scanned the area inside the fence for signs of closed-circuit television surveillance. Nothing untoward moved. Nothing caught his eye. More important, no alarm response teams were rushing to check out the fence line.

 Most likely the security force would patrol the site’s interior areas. Methodically, he moved back deeper into the woods. Grant found a tree trunk that made a convenient backrest, and took off his pack, placing it at his feet. From the pack he removed a spando flage pullover head cover. This expandable camouflage netting expanded to over ten times its normal size. The form-fitting mask completely hid Grant’s face while providing him with more than ample ventilation. 

 He could have used a camouflage stain, but he found that it took much too long to get off if he needed to remove it quickly. The spando flage was the perfect solution, going on in an instant, and coming off just as fast. With the head cover on, he would more likely be tripped over than seen by anyone coming across him. If the site did use video motion detectors, the guard force would dismiss his movement as a nuisance alarm. Now fully camouflaged, Grant slung his pack back on and settled down to wait.

 A few minutes later, Grant heard the voices of two sentries patrolling the inner perimeter. They spoke in normal tones, and he could easily hear their banter from his position. Obviously the men were not concerned about being overheard. It was a routine patrol; they were not aware of his presence and had not been responding to an intrusion alarm. Grant noted the time, then sat back against the tree. Thirty minutes later, another sentry team passed his position. Grant pulled back to the wire fence line that ran parallel to the chain link fence. He wanted to see more of the site, but not at the risk of arousing suspicion. Most of the trees had foliage above eight feet, but little on their lower branches. He risked being spotted if he stayed too close to the perimeter fence.

 When he reached the first corner, he found what he expected–a light green wooden guard post positioned at the intersection of the two fences. From his position, Grant couldn’t tell if the guardhouse was occupied, but he didn’t doubt for a minute it was. Keeping well back from the fence line, he continued in a counterclockwise direction, carefully mapping his progress around the site. 

 Only this time he didn’t use the Park Service’s map, but another he withdrew from the leather wallet suspended by a neck chain under his shirt. Unlike the Park Service’s map, this one had been made by someone who had been a frequent visitor to the site. It showed the exact layout of the camp’s buildings, their relative positions, and the path the roads and trails took through the camp. 

 He knew exactly what he was searching for. He had to locate a supported position from which he would have an unimpeded line of fire. The right spot would offer support for his rifle so that neither muscle tension nor pulse, if transferred to the rifle, would throw off the shot. Second, his optimum position would reduce his silhouette’s size against the horizon, giving him more cover and better concealment. Snipers called their shooting positions “hides”, and Grant knew he had to find the perfect hide for this job. Sooner or later he would.

 With his goal in mind, Grant traversed the perimeter of the site until he found what he felt would be a good area from which to operate. Once he found it, he marked down the map coordinates. With that out of the way, Grant moved slowly away from the site perimeter. He needed to be up high so that he’d be firing down on the target. That meant a tree or some other natural elevation, and trees were definitely not his first choice. Besides, it would be difficult to find a tree significantly higher than the others in the area. As he moved, he kept a wary eye on the woods around him. If he were stopped now, the markings he had made on the map and his sketches would leave no doubt about what he was up to. 

 Suddenly, Grant saw a glint of light reflected off an object from a point high up in the trees. Startled, Grant stopped and crouched down; glad he had not removed his spando flage head cover. Grant shifted his position, unsure what it was that had caught his eye. Maybe it was a foil balloon that had somehow gotten lodged in the trees. He moved closer to the tree in question. What he spotted wasn’t a copse of trees at all, but rather one of the Park Service’s fire lookout towers. He slipped out of his pack and moved closer to the tower.

 The watchtower’s height exceeded the highest trees in the stand by at least a hundred feet. But then that wasn’t surprising, since the forest ranger had to be able to spot a forest fire quickly. In size, the tower appeared to be about fifteen feet by fifteen feet at the top, widening at the base to provide the support the high tower required. Along one side, the side nearest the fire road, wooden stairs crisscrossed their way up its side, stopping at some kind of landing at the top. There was only a single set of stairs, and Grant did not see any ladder or other means of emergency egress. As a rule, he never placed himself in situations where he didn’t have a back way out. That could be a problem.

 Grant went back to where he had stashed his knapsack and dug out his Zeiss binoculars. The binoculars had originally belonged to a German submarine commander who used them to determine how much damage his U boat had done to Allied shipping. Grant’s father had given them to his only son before the boy left for Vietnam. 

 To get a better view of the cabin at the top of the tower, Grant moved away from its base. After he had put a hundred feet between his position and the tower, Grant focused the binoculars on the cabin at the tower’s top. It was square, with large glass windows along all four sides. He would be better off if he had been able to view the top of the tower from a higher elevation, but from where he was, he saw that a small catwalk surrounded the cabin. Grant noticed that the cabin was in use, the Forest Service intent upon keeping a close eye out for any fires even this late in the season.

 The tower would make a perfect hide. It was well situated, had a commanding view of the high ground, and might just be within range. Under better conditions Grant would have scaled the tower and used his binoculars to determine the actual distance. A simple calculation using the height of a known subject in yards times one thousand, and divided by the number of graduations on the reticle of the binocularswould produce a good estimate of the range to target. With the tower occupied, he had to come up with another approach that would give him an estimate of the overall distance from the tower to his intended target. From the dimensions on the compound’s drawing, Grant determined that from the fence line his target would be slightly over eleven hundred yards away. Now he needed the approximate distance from the tower to the fence line. 

 Grant took out his compass and sited along the path that he wanted to take back to the fence. He opened a small pocket on the side of the pack and took out his pedometer. The little unit had often been the butt of jokes when he was in Southeast Asia, but after a while the others in his team had realized that it was handy to have around. Placing it on his belt, he began walking toward the fence.

 Periodically he made small notations on the pad that he always carried on planning missions. After a few minutes, he saw the fence line ahead of him. He continued walking until he reached it, and then wrote down the distance off the pedometer’s scale. From his estimation, the tower was twelve hundred feet away. He wrote this figure down and underneath of it he wrote down the distance from the fence to the target. The total range from the tower to the target, therefore, was fifteen hundred yards, slightly under a mile. 

 Grant shrugged. As usual, there was good news and bad news. The bad news was this would be an extremely long shot. The good news was that the longer the distance, the better his chances of getting away unscathed. Either way, it was the best that he could do under the circumstances.

 The next problem was the choice of weapon. From his days in Vietnam, he was familiar with the 7.62 millimeter M40A1 bolt-action rifle. The precision instrument was fitted with the UNERTL Sniper Scope, which yielded the superior accuracy required for long-range kills. The Army issued specially made match quality ammunition, produced by the Lake City arsenal. The 173-grain boat tail bullet had a muzzle velocity of 2,550 feet per second and an accuracy specification of three and a half feet mean radius at six hundred yards. If the sniper did his homework, and the target was in range, it went down. Grant was intimately familiar with this gun, but knew its maximum effective range was one thousand yards–far less than he needed. For a long-range shot, he needed a special weapon. 

 Vietnam–so long ago, yet still so much part of his life. 


. . . . . .


Vietnam, 1973

 During basic training, it quickly became evident to the marksmanship instructors they had someone special on their hands. Some recruits had grown up in the back woods of rural Mississippi or Arkansas, where they hunted from the time they were able to hold a rifle. These boys came into the service and knew how to handle a rifle. Some became snipers, and for them it was the thrill of the stalk, except this time the hunted were Vietcong commanders or North Vietnamese officers. 

 Barron was different. He had never hunted, nor did he share any interest in hearing the hunting epics some others told. Nonetheless, his marksmanship was right on target. If the bullet could carry the distance, Barron could place the shot in the kill zone. He seemed to have an innate ability to judge distances and determine the effect of crosswinds and temperature on the bullet’s trajectory. 

 When Barron joined up with the other two members of his recon unit in Vietnam, he had yet to kill his first enemy soldier. Before each mission, Barron wrapped a bandoleer of high-powered rifle rounds around his waist, but inside his shirt. He didn’t want the sunlight reflecting off the sheen of the special factory-produced bullets, and he didn’t want them nicked or damaged before he loaded them into the sniper rifle’s breech. Besides the rifle and ammo, he also carried a combat fighting knife and the regulation Army .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. Barron had been taught the art of assassination, and he’d do his best to perfect his talents.

 With Barron on the team, they performed flawlessly. It didn’t make any difference whether they were out to count trucks along some godforsaken road the Vietnamese called a highway or to check troop movements in their unit’s area of operations. The team performed their mission and reported back. If their orders were to avoid contact, they stayed out of the way of the Vietcong and North Vietnamese patrols. Everything went fine, and Barron earned his sergeant’s stripes. Then, on a single mission, everything went to hell in a flash.

 The team had been inserted about fifty miles northwest of Hue in the A Shau Valley, their orders to monitor the traffic along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The first day was uneventful. Just before dusk, they moved off the road to bivouac in the jungle far enough away for it to be unlikely that any enemy patrols would accidentally run across them. Since no one knew they were there, no one would be out looking for them.

 As darkness fell, the team heard screams coming from somewhere up ahead. 

 “Jesus Christ, what’s that?” their team leader asked.

 “Sounds like Charlie’s got himself a downed jet jockey or maybe a GI, and is asking some questions,” Barron responded. He knew that the VC were as harsh and inhumane with their prisoners as were the South Vietnamese. Torture was torture– plain and simple. Barron started to take his sniper rifle out of its jungle proof case. When he was in the bush, the target rifle received the most protection of any of their equipment except the radio that was their link to a dust-off. 

 “What do you think you’re doing?” It was part question, part order.

 “I’m going to get that guy out of there.”

 “Don’t be an asshole. You don’t know what we’re up against. There’s nothing we can do for that poor soul, and getting ourselves killed won’t help.”

 Barron didn’t say a word; he just sat there, wiping down the Remington. Their squad leader, in an attempt to drive home the point said, “And remember, we’re under strict orders to avoid enemy contact.”

 Barron made no reply. The screams continued through most of the night. 

 When dawn broke, Barron was gone, leaving the two other team members to hold their position. With the area ripe with VC activity, they couldn’t take the chance of going after him and getting caught up in a firefight. They knew that if an enemy force engaged them, they would be forced to abandon Barron and call for an extraction. They could never do that, so they hunkered down and waited.

 When Barron got to a position where he could see the Vietcong campsite, he was horrified by what he saw through his binoculars. The captured American was tied to a crudely erected bamboo frame in the center of the camp. The prisoner’s shorts were covered with blood. Sometime the previous night, the interrogator had castrated his captive. 

 While Barron watched, the Vietcong officer continued the interrogation, beginning the slow methodical process of skinning him–inch by inch. The GI kept screaming, pleading with the officer to kill him quickly. Barron put down the binoculars. Their orders had been specific: avoid contact at all costs.

 Barron slid the Remington from its case. Nestling the rifle in his arm, he removed five rounds from his bandoleer. Carefully, he loaded the cartridges before uncapping the telescopic sight. He’d get only one shot. He could kill the interrogator, but the Vietcong’s return fire would prevent him from ending the GI’s pain. Or he could end the soldier’s suffering, allowing the animal who tortured him to live. Neither was acceptable.

 Barron removed a small sandbag from his kit and placed it on the log lying in front of him. Because the sniper weapon was sighted in for greater distances, he carefully adjusted the point of impact. Barron moved his head so that he had a full field of view with no shadows, muttered a short prayer, and lowered the crosshairs on to the dying soldier. Slowly he quartered the target, placing the reticle directly in the center of the GI’s chest. Barron squeezed the trigger, silently willing the bullet to end the man’s suffering. 

 The rifle’s report galvanized the VC encampment into action. Enemy soldiers bolted from their mats. Barron yanked the rifle bolt, ejecting the spent round and chambering a fresh one. The flurry of activity prevented him from taking his time with the VC interrogator. He brought the rifle up, while keeping his eyes on the target. As soon as his target came into view, he fired. 

 The bullet’s impact jerked the Vietcong officer off his feet. He was dead before he hit the ground. It was too good a death for that animal, but a death nonetheless. Unsure of the sniper’s location, the Vietcong opened fire. Their Kalashnikovs on full auto, streams of hot lead tore through the jungle canopy. Where a few minutes earlier there had been only the normal sounds of the jungle, now utter chaos reigned. 

 Barron bellied back from the spot where he had shot the VC officer as 7.62 millimeter rounds ripped over his head. For a minute he was sure that he’d been seen, but there was no concentrated fire directed at his position. As quickly as he dared, Barron retreated. When he got back no one asked him what he’d done. They all knew. The team also knew they were in trouble. 

 As they scrambled toward a rendezvous point, their radioman called for an emergency dust-off. Command responded that they had a UH 1B close to the team’s position; it would be vectored to them immediately. Although they were less than two klicks from the clearing where they’d rendezvous with the chopper, it seemed like miles. 

 With Barron covering their retreat, the men plowed through the dense underbrush. Branches slapped against their faces and tore at their clothes. Normally caution caused by the fear of running across any enemy mines would mark their passing, but with the VC hot on their trail, caution was tossed aside.

 When Barron’s team reached the exfil point, they set up a rearguard action in case the marauding VC got to them before the chopper. Finally, they heard the whomp of the UH 1’s rotors. As the helicopter came in for a hot landing, the sound of close-in gunfire echoed through the jungle. 

 The chopper’s port door gunner opened up with the M 60, providing covering fire as they threw themselves on board. Hot shell casings clattered on the chopper’s deck, their rattle unheard over the machinegun’s clattering. All three men crouched down on the deck of the now ascending helicopter, each praying that they’d make it back to camp in one piece. 

 Later, Barron made no apologies for what he’d done. Like the others, he knew there was going to be hell to pay when the team landed. He was right. 








CHAPTER 8

 




September 29th

 “Guten Tag.”

 “Good afternoon,” Grant said glancing at his watch. The Swiss were six hours ahead of Miami time. “This is Miura,” Grant said, using the code word for his numbered account at the Zurich bank.

 “Would you please hold for a moment?” the banker requested as he accessed Grant’s records on the bank’s computer. A few seconds ticked by.

 “How may I be of assistance, sir?” 

 “I would like to confirm the last transfer into my account,” Grant requested.

 He read off the account number long ago committed to memory. A few seconds later, Grant thanked the banker and returned the phone to its cradle. His account had been the recipient of a transfer totaling two and a half million dollars, the agreed-upon down payment. 

 Grant packed his overnighter and went to check out of the motel. He paid the balance, pocketed the bill, and went over to the bank of pay telephones on the wall. Inserting the correct change, Grant punched in a second phone number. He waited until he heard the voice of his old friend on the other end of the phone. “I’m here, and I’m on my way. See you soon.” 

 He smiled as his friend said, “Same here.” He hung up the phone, conscious that no one else in the lobby had overheard his brief, innocuous conversation or, for that matter, even paid him any attention. He left the lobby and went out to the parking lot to collect his rental car.

 Miami’s inbound rush hour was in full swing, which left the turnpike’s southbound lanes relatively clear. He’d have a straight shot to Homestead. Grant turned on the car’s FM radio, searching for classical music. With the Hispanic influence, most of the local stations played the lively sounds from south of the border. He tuned the radio, listening for a station that would allow him to relax for a few minutes. Finally, he found a suitable station and adjusted the volume until it drowned out the traffic’s noise.

 Twenty minutes later, Grant pulled into the driveway and proceeded back to a ranch style home built in the late sixties. He was confident that the man he came to see, already knew he had arrived.

 The colonel greeted John Grant enthusiastically. “Jesus, John, it’s been years since you’ve paid me a visit. What’s it been three, four...?”

 “More like five years since we last tilted a few,” Grant said in response. Grant carefully appraised his soft-spoken friend. The years since they had both left the jungles of Vietnam had taken their toll. No longer a lean, mean fightin’ machine, the colonel walked as if arthritis had invaded his body. Unlike that of a lot of vets, the colonel's physique had not gone to fat. Instead he appeared frail, his grip not withstanding. As they spoke, the colonel led Grant into the house. 

 The interior of the house showed signs of a woman’s touch, yet Grant never knew anything about the colonel's wife, nor even if he was married. On the mantel, were several pictures, some showing his friend with a woman. There were also photos of several children, obviously the grandchildren he had referred to on the phone. After drinking a few beers and sharing some war stories, they got down to business.

 The colonel leaned back in his easy chair. “You didn’t come all this way on short notice to see how an old Army friend was getting along in his retirement. What can I do for you?”

 “I need a long range weapon for a special assignment. I don’t even know if what I want to do is possible, and if it is, what’s best for the job.” 

 For several years after he got back from Southeast Asia, the colonel had worked for the Central Intelligence Agency as one of their armorers. He had stayed current on weapons technology, and was exposed to most of the state-of-the-art weaponry, including chemical and biological ones. When he retired to Florida, the colonel had developed a small part-time business doing the same thing he had done his entire life, providing custom and special weapons to people whose jobs required their use. Over the years, Grant had been a good customer.

 The colonel knew Grant farmed out his services for what he called “special assignments”, taking only those consistent with his personal ethics. Since Vietnam, the colonel had heard rumors of Grant’s skills being used against a Colombian drug lord, the barbarous head of the secret police for a South American dictator, and at least one Corsican gangster. 

 “What’s your range to target?” the colonel asked, taking out a pad and ballpoint pen.


 “Somewhere between fifteen hundred and seventeen hundred yards.” 


 The colonel scribbled a quick note. “Will the target be in any kind of vehicle?”


 “No. Out in the open.”


 “Good, because the choice of weapons is limited if there’s any significant physical protection around the target.”


 The colonel thought for a while before asking his next question.


 “Will the target’s security people be close by?” If they were, Grant would be able to get off only one shot.


 Grant nodded. “Close, but when this goes down, he won’t be cloaked in security.”


 “I presume you’ll need optics to match?” 


 “Right. I’ll go with laser, standard high power scope–whatever.”


 “The first round is going to have to do the job. Given the distance and the target’s security, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to get off a second shot. Even if you could, I doubt you’d have much of a chance of placing the round on target. That means that the first shot is going to have to travel the full range, hit the target, and take him out. You can forget about a headshot, which, as you know, is a sure kill. It’s going to have to be a body shot.”

 “Can it be done?” Grant’s whole approach to filling the contract depended on the answer. If the colonel could provide such a weapon, Grant would meet his employer’s schedule. If not, he’d have to begin planning all over again. 

 “I think so. But it’s going to take a special rifle, a damned good set of optics, and a steady hand.” 

 The colonel took a briar pipe off the hatch cover he used as a coffee table, and tamped tobacco into the bowl. “Gave up the old coffin nails and switched to these things,” the man said holding up the pipe. “Now unless I’m home, I don’t smoke. Pipes are too damned much trouble to fool with unless you’ve got all the accessory stuff, like pipe cleaners, with you.” The colonel's gray eyes danced. The old man may have aged physically, but his spirit was well intact. After the pipe was going strong, he continued.

 “In the last days of the war, the Marines were fooling around with a fifty caliber round for use by their snipers. I think it was the Browning machine gun load. They built a single shot sniper rifle that chambered the round. I’m not sure how much use they got out of it before the war ended, but a few armament companies have gone on to refine the weapon.”

 It looked as if Grant’s technical problems might be solved. Patiently, he waited for the colonel to continue.

 “A fifty caliber, if you can put it on target, will hit like an express train even at the distances you’re talking about. Even a torso shot’s a mortal wound. There’s a gunsmith in the Midwest who has a line on scopes that can be mounted to the gun. One of those will give you the optimum sight picture.” The colonel gave Grant a chance to think about what he’d said before continuing.

 “The rifle I have in mind doesn’t require any license. I can buy it through a nominee, and by using a few cutouts, dead end anyone interested in its history. Will you need any type of special packaging?” the colonel asked, referring to whether he would have to find some way to disguise the gun.

 “No. I’ll walk it in. Afterward I’ll take it out the same way. I’ll need a padded case, but that’s it. How long do you figure it will take to get the rifle, scope, and some ammo?”

 “I can probably obtain the rifle and make the necessary mods in about two weeks. The scope should be here about the same time. The ammo’s something else. In light of your mission, I’d like to make up some special loads–something with a frangible bullet, maybe patterned after the Glaser Safety Slug–something that will ensure a kill no matter what. That might take me longer to come up with since each round will have to be handmade. I’ll have to fabricate each bullet, and then test it with the gun.”

 “Two questions. First, why the Glaser? I thought those were only used by apartment dwellers that didn’t want their shots tearing through their neighbors’ walls. Secondly, about how long will it take, assuming I give you the go ahead?”

 “Rather than tell you, I’ll show you. As to your second question, figure two weeks until I turn over everything to you. How’s that?”

 “I need to move on this, but I don’t want to rush things to the point where I go in half-assed. Plus I’ll want at least a week to become familiar with the gun.”

 “Can I get hold of you, or would it be easier for you to call me back?”

 “I’ll call you, say, two weeks from today. By the way, how much is this going to cost me?”

 The colonel took out a small pad from his shirt pocket and wrote down a few numbers. He then excused himself while he went down to his workshop. A few minutes later, he returned to the living room. 

 “Around eighty five hundred dollars, but definitely not more than ten thousand. All right?”

 “It’s a deal.” Money was obviously not an object, but Grant wanted to be certain that he’d have sufficient cash when he returned to pick up the weapon.

 “You’re going to need some way to accurately measure the range to the target,” the colonel added. “The old approach of using graticule markings won’t hack it, not at that range. I’ll come up with something.” Grant watched as the colonel added a few notes to his pad.

 “You planning to leave this afternoon or will you be staying over a few days?” the colonel asked as they rose from their chairs.

 “I’m flying back today. I didn’t know how long our meeting would take, so I held off booking my return flight. Figured I’d get back to Miami International, and then catch whatever flight was available.”

 “Before you go, let me show you my shop,” the colonel said, leading the way to the basement steps.

 The colonel had converted his entire basement into a small machine shop. Workbenches and tools stretched from one wall to the other, while several drill presses stood against the sidewall next to a lathe. In spite of the amount of equipment, everything appeared to be in its right place. A pegboard was mounted to the wall behind each workbench, and each tool was in its own place.

 The colonel had divided the basement up so that large milling and machining was done in one part, assembly in the other. A large double door Mosler safe sat against the far wall. 

 The colonel walked over to the safe and turned the steel lever retracting the bolts from their secured position. With the lock disengaged, he swung the doors open. The inside of the safe was separated into compartments. On the right, the colonel kept his collection of rifles and shotguns, each stored in its own rack apart from the others in the compartment. On the left side of the safe, shelves held a panoply of handguns and accessories. The lower shelves contained submachine guns and machine pistols, each in its own box.

 “This is still your old standby, isn’t it?” The colonel asked as he handed over the Smith & Wesson Model 469.

 Grant nodded. “I’ve been carrying that nine millimeter for four years. I like the way it handles and its increased firepower. I did convert the factory sights over to the Trijicon three-dot system, so I don’t have to worry about setting the front ramp in the vee. Just line up the dots and squeeze the trigger.”

 Grant looked the weapon over, but didn’t see any modifications. “There’s nothing special about this gun, so you can stop trying to figure out what mods I might have made. I want to introduce you to the Glaser Safety Slug.”

 The colonel removed the Smith’s magazine and taking bullets from a box on the bench, loaded the clip. “A California company manufactures the bullet, and they’re expensive. The nine-millimeter version runs about two dollars a shot, but well worth it. Tests have shown the bullet has a ninety to ninety five percent kill rate.”

 “Jesus, a hit almost anywhere, and the target’s history,” Grant said, staggered at the bullet’s lethal effect.

 “The slug’s composed of the case, powder, primer, and a special thin walled copper jacket containing lead shot. The shot is suspended in liquid Teflon and the whole assembly is held in place by a frangible plastic tip. When it hits, the entire bullet penetrates the tissue. Then pressure on the tip rapidly decreases, and the bullet disintegrates, releasing the shot in a cone shaped pattern. 

 To say it causes massive trauma is probably an understatement. The manufacturer’s claim, and I believe them, that the fragmentation causes one hundred percent of the available energy to be transferred to the target. The nice thing about this slug is there’s no evidence left for a ballistics match. Even if the medical examiner’s careful, there won’t be enough left to determine the caliber, much less do a match on the rifling.”

 The colonel finished loading the clip, and then slid it into the Smith & Wesson. “When Kennedy bought it in Dallas, the rumor was that there were three shooters. One was positioned in a low building behind the Presidential limousine. Another was on what everyone calls the grassy knoll, but he was really situated behind a small picket fence. I don’t know where the third shooter was. All three were contract killers working out of Marseilles, and all three had direct ties to the Corsican Mafia, which had taken out a contract on Kennedy.”

 “Where did you get that information?” Grant asked shocked at what he was hearing. Over the years, he heard many theories about the 1963 assassination, but never had anyone spelled it out in such detail. 

 “Let’s say that people with worldwide contacts managed to find out some of the facts. Besides, you don’t have a need to know.” the colonel said with a chuckle. “At any rate, the Corsicans were given the contract by the Chicago mob. Who ordered the hit, no one knows. 

 Or if they do know, they’re not saying. The Corsican shooting from the grassy knoll used frangible bullets. They weren’t Glasers, but they literally exploded when they hit the target. If you’ve seen the Zapruder film or any of the autopsy shots, Kennedy’s head was literally blown apart by a single shot.”

 “I thought it was odd the Government said the damage was done by a single metal jacketed bullet. There was too much damage for it to be a standard steel jacketed slug.” Grant remembered how the Warren Commission had described a magical bullet that first hit the President, then Governor Connolly, and finally ended up on a stretcher in Parkland Memorial Hospital. He had seen photos of the magic bullet, and after all that, the bullet was in pristine condition–much too convenient to be true.

 “Right, and that’s because the government couldn’t and wouldn’t own up to the truth. For a single shot opportunity, you’ve got to have a bullet that does maximum damage.”

 “How accurate is the round?” Grant asked.


 “Better than normal ammunition, and the recoil’s less. Makes for better accuracy.”


 “What about operation in semiautomatic and automatic weapons. I’ve heard that some new hot rounds won’t chamber correctly.”


 “You’re right. Some hollow points won’t seat properly in the barrel, but so far there haven’t been any problems with the Safety Slug. It also exhibits less ricochet tendencies, so you don’t have to worry about one of your shots coming back at you or taking out some innocent bystander.”

 Both men put their earmuff type hearing protectors on. The colonel took two large pieces of salt pork from a nearby refrigerator.

 “What’s that for?”

 “Part of the demonstration. Pork is close in consistency to human flesh, so the tissue damage you’ll see here will approximate the round’s effect on the human body.” 

 The colonel walked downrange and attached the two pieces of meat to the bullet backstop up against the far wall. After he got back to the firing line, he loaded the 469 with a normal hollow-point bullet. Taking careful aim, he squeezed off the shot. The meat on the right took the hit. A person would have been hurt, and hurt badly. Then he reloaded with the Safety Slug. Again the colonel took aim, this time at the meat on the left, and fired the gun.

 Grant was shocked at what happened. When the round hit, the target literally exploded. It looked as if someone had stuffed a cherry bomb inside it, then set it off. In all his years, Grant had never seen such massive tissue damage. 

 When they left the range, Grant asked the armorer, “And this is the type of round you’re planning to fabricate for me?”

 “Yes. You need an edge, and this...” he said holding up a Glaser slug, “... will give it to you. Glaser doesn’t make the Safety Slug in fifty caliber, because most people don’t go around using a fifty caliber rifle for self-defense, so I’ll hand -assemble five rounds of ammunition specifically for you. Those bullets may not have the same construction as the Safety Slug, but they’ll function in virtually the same way.”

 Grant knew he had made the right decision in coming to his old friend. The colonel would work and rework the fifty-caliber rifle until no further gains in accuracy were achievable. The scope would be perfectly matched to the weapon, the bullets devastating. 

 Grant enjoyed his visit, but he wanted to get back to the airport. There was still a lot to do, and the clock was running. He thanked the colonel for his time, and the introduction to the Safety Slug. On his way out of the door, the colonel handed Grant a small box.

 “What’s this?” he asked his friend.

 “Call it an early Christmas present. Better put it in your bag, and check it through. I don’t want to read about you in tomorrow’s Miami Herald.”

 Grant thanked him again and taking the small box, walked back to his rental car. When he got a few miles up Highway 1, he pulled into a shopping center parking lot. Grant took out the small cardboard box he’d been given, and using his pocketknife, sliced open the tape that secured one end. 

 He slid the small plastic tray out of the box. Inside, each in its own special hole, were fifteen rounds of nine-millimeter Glaser Safety Slugs. Grant smiled, closed the box, and placed it back in his suitcase. 








CHAPTER 9

 




October 1st

 The couple had spent the better part of three days getting the farmhouse stocked with the supplies they’d need for their stay. They checked out the barn, and found that Ted had left his aunt’s old but still running Chevy pickup parked there. Payton turned the key. 

 After a few sputters, the engine’s throb signaled that the old girl hadn’t yet given up the ghost. He checked the fuel–they had a good three quarters of a tank–then watched to see if the old Chevy would overheat after a few minutes of idling. It didn’t. Payton smiled, shut off the engine and placed the key over the visor. The pickup might come in handy.

 Once there was an adequate supply of food in the pantry, Steve and Janet set about cleaning. A layer of dust covered every horizontal surface while hundreds of dust bunnies scurried across the floor. Finally, Janet declared the house livable.

 As they walked about surveying their temporary digs, Janet said, “This place is almost like home.”

 “Only if your definition of home includes a kitchen out of the Ice Age, a heating system that produces more racket than warmth, and floors that creak at every footstep.”

 “Stop complaining. At least we’ve got a roof over our heads. Why don’t you see if you can find some firewood while I set up the equipment.” It wasn’t a suggestion. Payton grabbed his jacket, and then headed out the front door. 

 By the time he got back, Janet had converted the dining room table into a multifunctional workstation. Linguini like wires and cables snaked around the table, then dropped to the floor. He found her seated at the keyboard, the computer’s screen filled.

 “What’s going on?” Payton asked as he draped his jacket over one of the chairs.

 “This,” Janet said, “is what the well-equipped computer analyst takes on a weekend in the country. Seriously, I brought my notebook computer and two modems–one for connection to the telephone line and one that works with a cellular hookup.”

 “I don’t understand,” Steve said. He knew about the landline modem hookup, but not the cellular one.

 “I almost left the cellular modem home, but I decided that since I couldn’t count on the quality of the local telephone service, it made sense to bring both units. That way, if we have a problem, say the local service won’t handle the baud rate or service is interrupted too much, we can switch over to the cellular hookup bypassing all the local equipment.”

 “Pine Lakes has cellular coverage?”

 “I checked it right before you walked in. According to the signal strength meter, we’ve got seven out of eight dots–as good a situation as we’d have in the suburbs. I’ve logged on to UniNet and established my own E mail box. That way, their security people can stay in touch with me day or night–even if we’re not here.”

 “While we’re here in scenic Pine Lakes, what are they doing?” Payton inquired.

 “Checking out all the E mail addresses above and below yours. If that message got to you by mistake, then it’s possible that the address was off by only a number or two. The problem is that they have to check all the addresses above and below each digit of your address. Then by cross checking the messages sent to that address, UniNet security just might be able to identify the sender. With any luck at all, we’ll be in business.”

 Janet rose, and walked over to where Steve stood in front of the fireplace. “Now that I’ve satisfied your curiosity, what have you done to keep me warm?”

 “I found the woodshed, which fortunately for us was stocked with aged oak. It’ll burn like crazy, and should keep your fingers and toes from frostbite.”


. . . . . .

 After they had eaten, Steve said. “I was thinking. . . I’d like to check out the area.”

 “That sounds like an excellent idea.”

 They left the house and drove out onto the single-lane road. As they toured the surrounding countryside, it seemed that most of the farms were relatively small. Of course, some they passed were considerably larger, with several barns and a sprawling house. Payton was surprised at the thriving farms along the route. The papers, television stations–even CNN–all had run stories about how family farming was dying in America. It seemed that throughout the American Midwest, large conglomerates were swallowing up the family farms, and Payton anticipated seeing the same thing in northern Maryland. But for the most part, smaller, family run operations–apparently successful–dotted the Pine Lakes area.

 After fifteen minutes, he noticed that on both sides of the road concentric wooden fences–both professionally installed–partitioned the countryside. The fence posts had been set into the ground plumb, each rail attached at perfect right angles to its fence post, and the paint job near perfect. As he drove, Payton noticed there were no weeds growing along the bottom of the rail fence. That alone was a clear indication the owner had a full time staff trimming along the bottom of the fence and around the fence posts.

 Slowly they wound their way up the road, and Payton saw that the field received the same degree of care. The land on both sides of the road, between the road and the outer fence as well as between the two fences, and then beyond, was well manicured. You didn’t keep a spread this large in such pristine condition on a shoestring budget. Someone had money, and plenty of it.

 When they reached the place where the road forked, Payton, his curiosity piqued, turned right and followed the fence line. He traveled another half to three quarters of a mile before the fence changed from wood to black wrought iron, the latter higher than the wood fence. 

 Each iron stanchion began within a few inches of the ground, and rose to a height of eight feet, where the pickets curved inward like a large candy cane. Along the bottom, and again at about six feet in height, a horizontal supporting rail further fortified the structure. In the middle of what was evidently the entrance to the estate, were two full-height gates fabricated in the same wrought-iron design. Electric operators controlled both gates. An elaborately crafted metal sign with “Wingate Farms” on it hung from the left gate. A second sign, no less evident, said “No Trespassing”. Beneath the warning was the Wingate Farms logo.

 “Hey, I think I’ve seen that around Pine Lakes,” Steve said, pointing to the sign. “As a matter of fact, I’m sure that logo was on a few of the cars and trucks in town.”

 “I’m not surprised. From the fence line, Mr. Wingate must own over a thousand acres.”


 “Probably a gentleman’s horse farm,” Steve said, wondering where the horses were.


 Payton had already slowed to the point where he might as well have stopped to look around. 


 As he started to get out of the car Janet asked, “Why are we stopping?”


 “I’m going to look around a minute. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” 


 The estate’s blacktop driveway snaked its way through the trees planted on either side. In the distance, Payton could barely make out the Wingate mansion. Two lights stood to the left and right of the main gate, with smaller post lights providing nighttime illumination of the road. An intercom system on an aluminum pole adjacent to the gate provided a means for visitors and delivery people to call the mansion. Mounted on top of the light post on the outside the gate was a closed circuit television camera, which swept back and forth, allowing whoever was watching to see anyone approaching the gate. 

 Wingate certainly relished his privacy, but that in it self was not uncommon. Usually the more money people had, the more closely guarded their affairs. Nonetheless Payton found it odd that, in spite of his years in Baltimore, he knew nothing about Wingate and his various enterprises. For some unknown reason, Wingate Farms intrigued him. Payton walked back across the road to the car, got in, and headed back the way they had come. 


. . . . . .

 That evening it was Payton's turn to do the dishes, a task he did his best to avoid at the condo where at least he had a dishwasher. Here he was it. After he was done, Payton walked into the living room to find Janet sitting on one of the overstuffed couches, her legs curled under her.

 “No work tonight?” Payton asked. It was the first time since they had arrived that she wasn’t either cleaning the house or at work on the computer.

 “Nope. I decided that we needed the evening off,” she replied. “In light of which, I propose that we toast our enterprise.”

 “Sounds great, but I do believe our bar is empty.”

 “Not quite,” Janet said as she raised a yet-to-be-uncorked bottle of champagne. “Want to do the honors?” A rhetorical question in light of the smile on Payton's face.

 As he reached for the champagne, Janet said, “On second thought, wait just a minute. You promised me warmth, yet there’s no fire in yon hearth.” 

 Payton withdrew his hand and headed for the back porch, where he had stacked some of the firewood from the woodshed. In minutes, Payton had the fireplace ablaze. 

 Janet stretched her arms out, her palms facing the fire. “That’s much better. Now for the bubbly.”

 The cork flew off the bottle like a pistol shot, hit the far wall, and then bounced onto the floor. Amazingly, not much of the champagne was lost in the process. Payton filled two juice glasses, then handed one to Janet. Then he took a seat on the couch.

 “Here’s to our success,” he said, clinking his glass against hers. 

 “To our success,” Janet echoed.

 The first glass quenched their thirst. The second, they sipped slowly. Suddenly, Janet sneezed. “The bubbles got to me!” she exclaimed, glancing at Payton from behind the rim of her glass.

 Payton placed his glass on the coffee table. He slid over next to Janet, then took her glass and placed it next to his. Any questions he might have had were answered by the look in Janet’s eyes.

 Payton put his arms around her, and kissed her softly. He could taste the champagne on her lips. 

 As her unleashed passion spilled over, Janet pulled him closer. Like a couple of teenagers on their first sexual expedition, they eagerly explored each other’s bodies. In minutes, buttons came undone, zippers unzipped. 

 Taking a blanket from a nearby chair, Payton clasped Janet’s hand and led her to the rug in front of the hearth. They knelt in front of the fire, and kissed again, long and hard. Gently, Payton lowered Janet to the floor. As his tongue caressed her, Payton unsnapped her bra. 

 “Go slowly,” Janet beseeched him.

 Later, as the fire dried the sheen of their lovemaking, Payton took Janet in his arms. It seemed as if he wanted to share his feelings with her, but was unsure how to go about it. The pain splashed across his face.

 Sensing his dilemma, Janet said, “Steve, don’t talk. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. Right now, just hold me.”


 As the embers died out, they fell asleep in each other’s arms, secure for now.


 









CHAPTER 10


 




October 2nd

 The next morning, they awoke still snuggled in each other’s arms. Payton watched as Janet yawned. Then he thought how easy it would be to start each day this way. He pulled her close until Janet’s face flashed a look of understanding. He wanted her again, and she was ready.

 As their bodies joined, a great tidal wave of feeling washed over them. Unlike last night, when physical needs had ruled, this time their loving was gentle. 

 “Is this how you plan to start every morning?” Janet asked when they were done.


 “Only if you’ll let me,” Steve said with a sly grin.


 Janet got up. “If we don’t get going, we’ll never get anything done.”


 Payton recognized defeat, albeit even a minor setback. He followed Janet into the bathroom.


 “Wait a minute, mister. Just because I let you have your way with me doesn’t mean we’re playing house. Out of here until I’m done showering,” she said pushing him back into the hall.

 “But my toothbrush,” Payton protested. The bathroom door opened and a hand waved his toothbrush in front of him. Wonderful, he thought.


. . . . . .

 After breakfast, Payton decided to hike around the farm. When he returned, he found Janet in the dining room already busy at the computer. Payton walked over behind her, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her on the neck. It was his way of telling her that he hadn’t forgotten about last evening.

 “Anything up?” he asked.

 “No. I’m just doing some electronic housecleaning.”

 “I’m going into town,” Steve said amidst the click of computer keys. “Today’s Tuesday, and I want to nose around a bit. The message mentioned something about a meeting today, remember?”

 Janet stopped typing and looked up. “Sure, but that doesn’t mean anything. The meeting could be at someone’s house, an office, who knows?”

 “I’ll give it a shot. Want to go?”

 Janet shook her head. “I’m in the middle of this, and it’ll be easier to finish it than to start again from scratch. I’ll see you when you get back.” He kissed the back of her neck, then headed for the door.

 On his way out, Steve stopped. “I might as well eat while I’m there. See you later.” Janet emerged from the world of bits and bytes long enough to wave him a good bye.

 It was a nice day, so Stone took his time. Besides, he did some of his best thinking in the Jaguar. 

 He had only been back into town a few times since their arrival in Pine Lakes. The thought of having another meal at Pine Lake’s sole bar didn’t do much for Payton’s enthusiasm. Fortunately the café that had been closed when they first arrived was now open. As soon as Payton walked inside, the aroma of the fresh brewed coffee reminded him of his hunger and kicked his stomach into overdrive. 

 Normally he would have taken a seat at the small counter, which had seating for about a half dozen people. Today however, Payton wanted to catch up with the rest of the world. He bought a copy of the Baltimore paper, and then headed over to a booth where he had room to spread out. Payton sat facing the door, but far enough away from the group at the counter for their banter not to distract him. 

 The middle aged waitress’s nametag said Lois, and Payton wondered whether she owned part of the café or only worked there. It seemed hard to believe that she could make enough income unless she was also part owner. She ambled over to his booth with her order pad and a pencil in hand. From the size of the pad, Payton figured that everyone ordered only two or three things. Parties of two or more must get separate checks. He ordered a large orange juice, ham, scrambled eggs, and coffee, which Lois jotted down before filling his cup and going back to the kitchen. Payton returned to his paper.

 A short time later, and at least one refill of coffee, she returned with Payton's breakfast. She slid the plates, still hot from the warmer, onto the table and left with a simple “Enjoy”. Payton began to devour the ham and eggs with unusual fervor– hungry enough for him to have eaten anything Lois put in front of him. 

 Halfway through the meal, Payton's attention was drawn to a man who was standing across the street. While Payton watched from the booth, the stranger looked at his watch, and then stepped off the curb, heading toward the café. As the man walked through the front door, none of the locals looked up. Odd, Payton thought. Even he had gotten a “good morning”. 

 The man was rather tall, a little over six feet, and certainly not heavy–well under two hundred pounds. The two things Payton did notice were the high cheekbones that defined the man’s face, and his blue eyes–cold, devoid of emotion. 

 After looking around the room, the stranger took a seat in a nearby booth. His back was to the wall, and from where the stranger sat he had a panoramic view of the other customers, the door, and the front window. 

 Payton sipped his coffee, still hot from the pot. Somewhere deep in his past, like the wheels of a slot machine, the man’s actions began to register. The damned message flashed in front of Payton's eyes!

 The stranger had no sooner finished his coffee than a Wingate Farms Jeep pulled up out front. He stood, dropped a few dollars on the table, then left, not bothering to look behind him. Once outside, the stranger shook hands with the driver. After which, he got into the Jeep. As they began to pull away, Payton's eyes and those of the stranger locked. A chill ran up Payton's spine.


. . . . . .

 As soon as they were gone, Payton paid his bill and rushed back to the farm. He needed to talk to Janet.


 Payton found her sipping a cup of coffee at the kitchen table.


 “He was there!” Payton yelled across the room.


 “Slow up, Steve. What happened?” Intent upon hearing what he was about to tell her, Janet placed her cup on the table.


 “When I was in town, I stopped at the café–you know–the one near the post office.” 


 Janet nodded.


 “While I was eating, some guy came in–a stranger. No one in the place knew him.”


 “So what? Even Pine Lakes gets its share of visitors.”


 “This guy had military written all over him. The way he moved, where he sat– he took a seat where he could see everything going on in the place–it all pointed to someone with a strong military background.”

 “Maybe he’s ex-Army,” Janet proffered.

 “He’s not ‘ex’ anything. This guy’s not some Vietnam vet who picked up a few life saving moves. He’s someone who lives this shit every single day. I got a quick look at him when he left. He’s got the coldest blue eyes I’ve ever seen–the eyes of a professional killer.”

 “Maybe he’s active military and home on leave.”

 “Not unless his family lives at Wingate Farms. One of their cars picked him up in front of the café.”

 










CHAPTER 11

 




October 4th

 Wingate’s security chief, Bill Parker, had been having another one of those days. Between problems with the estate’s security system and guards out sick, he’d been running the entire day. The unexpected had shoved aside everything on his list of things to do. Now he was a day behind in his scheduled work, and there was no time to make it up.

 Seven o’clock and he still hadn’t eaten. In spite of the hour, he wasn’t hungry. He flipped on the television, but found that all three networks were running the evening news. After he had begun working for Wingate, the industrialist had suggested that Parker live in one of the estate’s guesthouses. Since his duties as head of security could involve him in late night work, staying at the estate made sense. If there was a problem, he’d be right there, and that was exactly where Parker wanted to be. 

 Parker walked into the bathroom and turned on the water in the hot tub, one of the perks of his position. While the water flowed into the tub, Parker took three cold beers out of the fridge. He opened one and took a long pull from the can. The other two he placed alongside the hot tub. 

 As the tub filled, he stripped. In spite of his position, Parker had managed to stay fit. Of course, some credit for that had to go to the fact that he was always on the move. If he wasn’t running from one corner of Wingate’s estate to the other, he was halfway across the country attending seminars on the latest security techniques. 

 Wingate’s security director ran his hands through his blond hair, tweaked the end of his mustache, and then climbed in. Parker doubted that he had put on more than five pounds since his days in the military. His stomach was flat, and his biceps capable of pressing every bit of two hundred pounds. The constant hum of the exhaust fan, along with downing a second brew, lulled him into a state of almost hypnotic relaxation.


. . . . . .


Vietnam, 1971

 Parker had always been in reasonably good physical shape. He had been an avid basketball player and a cross-country runner in college. So for him, basic training hadn’t been all that tough. 

 After he finished basic, however, the Army assigned him to Fort Benning for Special Forces training–a horse of an altogether different color. The Green Beret instructors worked their squads hard. The trainees greeted the sunrise having already been running or doing calisthenics. The days started early, ended as soon as their weary bodies hit the cots, and started again a few hours later. 

 Everyone at Benning worked doubly hard to teach everything there was to know about weaponry, explosives, hand-to-hand combat, and intelligence gathering to the would-be Green Berets. Parker soon found himself intimately familiar not only with the U.S. issued Colt 45 and M16, but also the Soviet RPD, AK 47, RPK, and PPS 43. His explosives training soon made him an expert in things that went bang.

 Parker perfected his hand to hand combat techniques until he could disarm an attacker of his gun or knife–it made no difference which. The Special Forces instructors taught him so many different moves he was never sure whether he was learning judo, karate, aikido, or a combination of all the martial arts. After a while, they all came back automatically in a flurry of motion–all of which maimed or killed. When it was all over, Parker had earned his green beret and an assignment with the Army’s Studies and Operations Group, a euphemism for special ops.

 MACV/SOG got all the assignments no one else wanted. Since the SOG teams’ objectives were for the most part oriented toward the collection of intelligence, they worked under the direction, albeit indirect, of the Central Intelligence Agency’s Southeast Asia Group. The combat commanders needed accurate and timely intelligence about terrain, weather, and enemy forces if they were to make fast and accurate decisions pertaining to troop deployments. 

 The team provided it for them. Each team had been specially trained and equipped to enter areas controlled by the enemy and report enemy dispositions, movements, and activities. The planning ranges for SOG’s missions were fifty kilometers out from the front lines. Although short missions were de rigueur, the teams could easily be in the field for six days without resupply. 

 Intelligence gathering wasn’t their sole purpose in life. If the spooks needed to kidnap a North Vietnamese officer for later interrogation, SOG carried out the mission. If command wanted a particular North Vietnamese officer killed, special ops snipers got the call. It was into this crazy world that Bill Parker, former collegian and electrical engineering student, got thrown when he stepped off the plane at Than Son Nhut Air Force Base. 

 Parker had been “in country” only a short time, but to him Vietnam was a full fledged nightmare. His indoctrination into the wonders of Southeast Asia began when he first stepped off the transport into the well over a hundred degree temperature that characterized monsoon season. 

 Parker opened the door to the team’s hooch not knowing what to expect in the way of a greeting. He dropped his gear near the door and walked over to where his other two team members sat, field stripping their weapons. The smell of gun solvent overpowered the stench from the dampness.

 “Hi, I’m Bill Parker,” he said, his hand outstretched. 

 Only one of the two rose to meet him. He was shorter than the other guy, but stocky built, hair trimmed in true military fashion. “I’m Charlie Wingate, welcome to Team Alpha,” the man said offering his hand. 

 The other man continued ramming cleaning swabs down the barrel of his forty five and saying nothing. Without waiting to see if his teammate would rise to the occasion, Charlie Wingate made the introduction. 

 “This is John Barron. You’ll have to forgive John. When he’s cleaning his toys, he’s too busy even to get laid.” Charlie Wingate laughed, trying to take the edge off.

 John Barron was several inches taller than Wingate, at least six two. The man was trim, well tanned, and in excellent shape. He probably worked out whenever they weren’t out on a mission. Barron’s eyes took in the whole scene, but didn’t give Parker any idea what the man was thinking. Finally, Barron nodded curtly in Parker’s direction, apparently the best greeting he was going to get.

 As Parker stowed his gear, Wingate flopped down on the bunk next to his.

 “Let me give you the lowdown,” Charlie said. “You’re the new guy on the block. The man you’re replacing walked headfirst into a VC ambush. They got him, and two others were wounded.”

 Parker nodded, unsure what to say.

 “When we’re at full strength, we’ve got six men. But VC attacks and rotations stateside have reduced the count to the three of us.”

 “You figure we’ll be getting some new blood?” Parker asked.

 “Sooner or later. The only question’s when. In the meantime, we’re it. After you get unpacked, meet me over the mess hall. I’ll spring for your first Vietnam coke.”

 As Charlie Wingate left the hooch, John Barron walked over to where Parker was trying to get settled.


 “So you’re our new team member,” Barron said, the sarcasm rolling off his lips.


 Parker nodded, waiting to see what was coming.


 “You might have gotten through Benning with flying colors, but that’s not going to buy you any slack around here. When we get out there...” Barron said nodding toward the door, “...what I say goes. You move when I say so, and you squat when I tell you. No recent Benning grad’s going to get me shipped home in a body bag, and don’t you forget it!” 

 As Parker watched, dumbfounded, Barron blazed out the door. No instant camaraderie there. The man didn’t give an inch, not for himself, and definitely not for anyone else. He’d have to hang in there and see how things went. Maybe after they had spent more time together, Barron would ease up a bit.

 Thank God for Charlie Wingate. Likable and easygoing, Wingate was the kind of guy you felt that you’ve known for a long time even if you had only recently met him. 


. . . . . .

 For Parker, Vietnam was entirely something else. What the heat didn’t drain out of him, the humidity washed away. The lucky ones were the men who were in camp when the downpours hit. The less fortunate–those on patrol–sat wrapped up in their ponchos waiting for the storm to blow its last breath. Trails became mudslides; the elephant grass was impossible to get through. The guys caught out on a mission couldn’t even count on their well protected equipment. The water always won out. Jungle rot destroyed his feet in spite of his specially designed boots–a cross between the typical combat boot and a canvas sneaker that was supposed to dry faster than regulation boots. 

 Sure, he hated the heat, despised the humidity, and couldn’t tell the good guys from the bad, but none of that made any difference. Parker knew he’d survive.

 Not unexpectedly, Parker found himself gravitating toward Wingate not only when the team was in the field, but also when they were back at camp. He was surprised to learn that Wingate came from a wealthy and politically powerful family. 

 Someone with that kind of clout rarely ended up in Vietnam. In country service was something that fell upon the shoulders of the poor, the drafted, and the career soldier–not the rich and well connected. Wingate explained that he ended up in Vietnam because he didn’t want anyone pulling strings for him. 

 Over the course of the next several months, Team Alpha was inserted into one hot spot after another. They counted truck movements along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and snatched prisoners for interrogation by intelligence. The war was heating up, and with each new mission, John Barron eased up on Alpha Team’s newest member. 

 Not long after they returned from a particularly long and tiring mission, the men were looking forward to a few days of R and R. Unfortunately, intelligence needed information about VC troop movements along the various trails leading into South Vietnam from Laos and Cambodia. The easiest way to get current data was to kidnap a Vietcong guerrilla, then convince him or her to talk. 

 The spooks had devised several interesting ways of convincing their newly acquired asset that it was in his best interests to provide the interrogators with the needed information. Alpha was tasked with finding a suitable candidate.

 They had been infiltrated three days earlier. Now they sat, well camouflaged, along a major trail used by the VC. Unfortunately, they had to find either a single VC guerrilla or a small group from which they could snare one soldier. The trick was to kill all but one guerrilla, then take the survivor prisoner. Patience, therefore, was the password.

 For most of the time Team Alpha had been in position, waiting. All three men were tired of the heat, field rations, limited water, and the tension inherent in the mission. Their orders had been explicit: stay in the field until you capture someone. As Parker sat there, he chuckled quietly to himself. Those orders had come down from some CIA spook who was probably knocking back another six-pack in an air-conditioned Saigon office while they squatted in the jungle.

 Finally, they saw a group of four VC moving furtively along the path. As they watched, one man moved off the trail, apparently answering the call of nature. In doing so, he became their target of opportunity. There wouldn’t be any shooting since shots in the area would bring the balance of the force down on the SOG team. 

 As the enemy soldier moved toward where the team was secreted, Wingate maneuvered around behind him. Careful not to kill him, Wingate brought his M 16 down on the back of the guerrilla’s head. The VC dropped so hard and so fast that Barron prayed he was still alive. 

 “Christ, Charlie, you probably killed the sucker,” Barron said as he checked the man’s pulse. In spite of his size, the VC must have the constitution of a water buffalo, for his pulse was strong and steady.

 “Better luck next time. This one’s fine,” Charlie Wingate told his teammate.

 Turning to Parker, Barron said, “Check him for weapons.”

 Parker tossed the VC’s AK 47 into the brush, then ran his hands along the unconscious man’s black pajamas until he was certain that there weren’t any knives or pistols. Parker thought it odd that Barron had him searching their captive. 

 Normally, while two team members dealt with their captive, the third covered the trail. The way they were doing it, no one was watching the trail. They were so busy getting him tied and gagged for the trip to the exfil point, they didn’t hear the approach of another Vietcong. Obviously someone had become suspicious when their captive didn’t return, and sent a man back to check. 

 Barron’s attention remained on the unconscious VC, his back toward the trail. As soon as the second guerrilla saw the three Americans arrayed like ducks in a shooting gallery, he brought his AK 47 up into firing position. If he let loose, they’d all be dead.

 Parker was the first to see the threat. Quick thinking led him to go for his suppressed Walther rather than the M 16. He knew he had to get off the shot before Barron stood, blocking his field of fire. In one fluid motion, Parker yanked the gun from his shoulder holster and squeezed off two rounds, hitting the guerrilla in the chest. Parker held his breath praying that the man died before he could fire his AK 47.

 “Damn it, Parker,” Barron blurted out before he realized that he was almost halfway home in a body bag. John Barron turned as the guerrilla’s body fell to the ground. “Sorry. That was quick thinking. If it hadn’t been for you, we’d all have bought the farm. We’d better get out of here before we have to deal with the rest of the squad.” Barron’s eyes darted back toward the trail. One mistake was more than enough.

 Parker nodded a silent “you’re welcome”. They finished tying and gagging their prisoner, and headed to the extraction point. G 2 had their prisoner. But more important, Parker had become an accepted member of the team.


. . . . . .

 When he returned from his two tours of duty in Vietnam, Parker found himself without any plans for the future. He had put everything on hold until after his commitment was over. Besides, there was no sense in worrying about what he was going to do if he didn’t survive his time “in country”. If he made it through and got out in one piece, then he’d worry about his future. Meanwhile his first, second, and third priorities all centered on staying alive.

 By the end of Parker’s second tour of duty, he’d had more than enough of Vietnam. Although the Army pressured him to extend his enlistment, he had already decided that it was time to get back home. Several of Parker’s stateside friends had written him, saying how difficult things were for the returning vets. Parker read the letters, but their significance wasn’t driven home until he stepped off the plane at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas. 

 He arrived only to find that the returning GIs were spit upon by the “peace nicks”, and shunned by the rest of society– treated more like something to be stepped on than men and women who should be honored for serving their country. He had seen too many of his friends die, and for what? So that a third rate country could run the U.S. out of Southeast Asia with its tail between its legs like a whipped puppy dog?

 The years after his return only strengthened his resolve that major changes had to be made if the country wasn’t going to sacrifice its leadership in the world community. Nixon’s near impeachment, Carter’s disembowelment of the CIA, the post-Bush recession, and Clinton’s hollow promises all made Parker emotionally nauseated. 

 Parker knew it was long past the time that the two party system is tossed out. He watched with deep bitterness as good men who didn’t want to be politicians sat on the sidelines while the politicos and pundits tried running the country. If the nation couldn’t elect the right person to the presidency, it was doomed. 

 Not long after Parker began working for Wingate, the old man briefed him about the Committee. In addition to his other responsibilities, Wingate’s director of security provided related services for the Committee’s members. Although not a member, he swore allegiance to their objectives, hoping they could do something about the problems facing the nation. Parker was certain the country’s founding fathers were spinning in their graves. Something had to change.







 




CHAPTER 12

 




October 6th

 A nagging problem with the estate’s security system had been haunting Parker when his office phone rang. As soon as he had picked it up, Charles Wingate asked, “Can you spare a few minutes? There’s a pressing matter we need to discuss. Meet me in the library.” The phone clicked as Wingate severed the connection.

 Parker tightened the knot of his tie before walking out the front door of the guesthouse that served a dual role as his office and living quarters. He walked the half-mile up to the mansion, entering through the front door. Parker was such frequent visitor that he didn’t bother ringing the bell, nor did he wait for the butler to admit him. He walked down the hall, stopping only when he reached the library entrance. There he knocked, waiting until Charles Wingate told him to come in. 

 Before he had the chance to ask his boss what he wanted, Wingate walked over and closed the library’s double doors. Parker wondered what subject Wingate wanted to discuss with him that warranted such precautions. Somehow he was certain that he was about to find out. 

 Normally discussions between the two men took place at either the massive wood desk from which the industrialist conducted most of his business or the conference table to the right of the library entrance. Today, however, Wingate moved toward the wing chairs clustered around the fireplace. 

 Gesturing to Parker, Wingate said, “Let’s sit where we’ll be more comfortable.” They sat opposite each other, and Parker waited for his boss to explain what he needed. “I’m afraid we have a problem, Bill–one that craves immediate resolution. You are, of course, aware of the Committee’s current project.” It was a statement not a question.

 “Yes sir, I am.” 

 “Then you know how important it is for our work to move forward unimpeded. I’m afraid the project’s in jeopardy. One of our members, a man who’s sworn fealty to the Committee, appears ready to defect.”

 “Who?”

 “Grover Albright. Since the Committee’s last meeting, I’ve had a number of conversations with our Mr. Albright. I believe he’ll try to prevent us from carrying out our plans, and we simply can’t have that. I’m afraid that I see no alternative course of action,” Wingate stated grimly.

 “Is this supposed to look like an accident, or do you want the problem resolved in the most expeditious manner?”

 “I. . . I mean the Committee would prefer that it appear to be an accident. But given our schedule, it’s most important that it be handled expeditiously.”

 “Very well. When do you wish this taken care of?” Parker asked, trying to gauge Wingate’s urgency. The more time he had to plan, the better his planning, and the less chance he’d make a mistake in the plan’s ultimate execution.

 “The Committee’s plans are most sensitive, and Mr. Albright has been privy to those plans since he joined our group. If we are to be successful, we must be able to act without outside interference. He could go public with what he knows at any time. The sooner we eliminate this threat, the better. Could this be handled say, within the next week or two?”

 Parker found Wingate’s approach interesting. He never referred to Albright as a person of flesh and blood. Instead, Wingate chose to dehumanize the man, terming him a threat. “I’ll have the problem resolved within the next ten days. Is there anything else, Mr. Wingate?”

 Wingate stood, a sign their meeting was over. “No, Bill, that’s it. I’m sorry there’s no other solution.” As Parker left the room, he glanced over his shoulder. Wingate sat at his desk, smiling shrewdly.








CHAPTER 13

 



 



 Parker left the mansion and headed back to his cottage. He had been with the Wingate Trust for quite some time now, doing Wingate’s bidding. As he walked, Parker thought about how he ended up in old man Wingate’s employ. Like so many other things in his life, it had started in Vietnam.


Vietnam, 1973: Near the Laotian Border

 A hand on his shoulder halted Parker’s forward movement. Team Alpha had been arrayed with Parker in the lead position, followed by Charlie Wingate. John Barron covered their rear. Although Parker had the point, the team was moving through the steaming hot jungle more as a single unit so there really wasn’t a discernible point man. He stopped to see what Wingate wanted. 

 Barron scanned both the trail and the surrounding jungle, making certain they hadn’t been spotted. G 2’s intelligence briefing had alerted them to enemy activity in their immediate area. As usual, they had to get in, get the job done, and then get out–all without getting caught. It was like trying to get the honey out of a beehive without pissing off the bees.

 Charlie Wingate carefully removed a leech from Parker’s neck. It came off without much fuss, which meant that it hadn’t been there long enough to really dig in. Leeches were an everyday part of life in Vietnam, but then so were the myriad of snakes, most of which were highly poisonous. And, of course there was always the Vietcong. 

 The team had been together for a little over eight months, working under the directives issued by MACV/SOG, but indirectly by the CIA. Given his rocky start with John Barron, Parker couldn’t believe how well their two personalities had finally meshed. Of course, he didn’t have the same kind of relationship with Barron that he did with Charlie Wingate, but at least Parker felt that he was finally part of the team. 

 Alpha’s mission load increased as the war heated up, and as the Saigon command became more concerned about the influx of troops, equipment, and supplies from Laos and Cambodia. The Viet Cong was using the neighboring countries to resupply their forces, which then attacked the U.S. ground troops in South Vietnam. The White House ruled out air strikes into either country, and rarely did the helicopter gunships or F 4s run across a supply caravan coming from the west. The net result was that the VC could resupply their forces virtually unimpeded.

 “What the fuck are we doing in Laos?” Wingate asked rhetorically. “Almost a week since we crossed the fence.” 

 Barron checked his watch. “Take five. We’re well ahead of schedule.” Wary of booby traps, they moved off the trail and into the dense underbrush. Unable to risk carrying on a normal conversation, the three men huddled together, each watching the jungle behind the opposite member.

 “We’re doing exactly what we’ve been ordered to do,” Barron responded. “Someone’s decided that if we’re going to stop the flow of supplies and matériel out of Laos, HQ needs some kind of advance notice. Since the VC has no intentions of telling anyone where and when they’re going to cross into South Vietnam, these babies are supposed to do it instead.”

 Barron tossed one of the acoustic sensors to the ground. “After all, the techno brains in the Pentagon are not going to be outmaneuvered by a bunch of little men in black pajamas,” he added, a smirk on his face. 

 The sensor, along with its radar and microwave cousins, had been developed under then Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s concept program, “REMBASS”–Remotely Monitored Battlefield Surveillance System. McNamara envisioned the battlefield of the future peppered with countless sensors, all relaying information back to a central command authority, which could then dispatch the appropriate response right to wherever it was needed. The first operational program even had a new, classy code name: “Igloo White”, which originated out of the Advanced Research Projects Agency, or ARPA as it was called among those with security clearance high enough to even know about the super secret agency. 

 Parker scratched his neck. “I wonder what they spent on this shit? I’ve heard that HQ’s seeded the Ho Chi Minh Trail and every major route into the south with thousands of these things, and each one transmits up to some kind of blimp. What will those assholes come up with next?”

 There were several approaches to seeding the roads and trails, one of which consisted of doing an F 4 drop over the targeted area. Some of the devices, designed to float down after their little parachutes opened, would hang up in the trees near the target roads sending information back when their acoustic sensors detected the rumble of Vietcong trucks. 

 Others were shaped so that when they hit the ground, they sank into the soft South Vietnamese earth, sounding off when troops or convoys tripped their seismic detectors. The field commanders now had a way to tell when the Vietcong was moving supplies and men out of Laos and into South Vietnam. Saigon Command waited for a raft of signals from a given area, and then called in the air strikes. The second, and far less glamorous, way of placing the sensors exactly where command wanted them was by sending in the Special Forces units. 

 HQ relied on the SOG unit to place the sensors exactly where they were needed. These special combat teams could quietly sneak over the border, or as it was called, “the fence”, place the sensors where the command authority would get the maximum amount of warning, then sneak back into South Vietnam. Of course, ultra tight security blanketed these incursions. Only their battalion commander knew where the teams had been inserted and what their mission was. 

 Charlie Wingate had seen enough of Laos and western Vietnam the past five days to last him a lifetime. “I’d feel useful if we had a fat North Vietnamese colonel to off. But going across the fence to play electronic farmer doesn’t hack it. I wonder how many water buffalo we’ll make into buffalo burger this week,” he said sarcastically. 

 The Vietnamese all-purpose farm implement moved along the trails at all times of the day and night. Unfortunately, the sensors couldn’t tell the difference between a Vietcong truck and a water buffalo. The U.S. government was constantly paying damages to local farmers whose water buffaloes were killed by screaming U.S. jets.

 “Shut up before every VC in Laos knows we’re here,” Barron grumbled under his breath. “Ours is not to reason why, and all that bullshit.” That was their standard motto when orders flew in the face of more acceptable logic. He thought for a minute before adding, “No pun intended.”

 All the men were fully camouflaged including their faces and hands. If they had to get off the trail in a hurry, it was imperative that they not be seen scrambling for cover in the heavy undergrowth. The team was stripped for covert action. They had left their dog tags back at the camp along with any other form of identification that could be used against the U.S. forces in the ongoing propaganda war. 

 Barron pulled out a map, and checked their position. “We need to seed a few more of these things and then di di mau the hell out of here. If the VC weren’t active in this area, we wouldn’t be here planting these little babies,” Barron said as he buried one of the cylindrical sensors next to the trail. “We’ve been lucky the last few days, but I don’t want to push it.” The team used every rest period to its maximum extent considering they were deep inside VC territory. Even so, they were always ready to fight.

 “Charlie, take the point. Let’s keep a little distance between the point man and us. I don’t expect trouble, but that’s no excuse for getting stupid,” Barron directed. So far the VC hadn’t detected their penetration, and everything was going according to plan–the best time for a mission to go to hell. When they moved back to the trail, Charlie Wingate took the point. They had gone another two klicks at the most when the boom of a mine shook the ground beneath their feet. 

 “Jesus Christ! Charlie’s tripped a mine,” Barron yelled, the anxiety apparent in his voice. The VC loaded their mines with one hundred and fifty pounds of high explosives. If Charlie Wingate was in the middle of that blast, there’d be little they could do for him. 

 Parker ran toward Wingate. Barron shouted back, “Watch out, it could be an ambush!” But Parker had already moved out, oblivious to the warning.

 Parker tore through the jungle until he got to where Wingate’s mangled body lay along the narrow path, blood soaking the ground underneath the mortally injured soldier. A crater the size of a small room marked the point where the Vietcong had placed the land mine. 

 Where Wingate’s legs were supposed to be, he saw only the tattered remnants of the man’s jungle fatigues. Blood spurted from other, less serious wounds. Parker was surprised his friend was still alive, much less conscious. Even with a medic, Charlie Wingate probably wouldn’t make it–without one, there was no doubt. Parker dropped his rucksack and cradled Wingate’s head in his arms. 

 “I didn’t see it,” Wingate said, the words stammered from behind clenched teeth. 

 “It’s okay, Charlie, it could have happened to any of us. Hang in there, guy.”

 John Barron had set up a hasty “perimeter” in front of where Parker sat with Charlie Wingate. If the VC were in close, he’d be ready.

 “Company’s coming. How bad’s Charlie?” he asked, nervously, glancing over his shoulder toward his two teammates. Parker sat there cradling Wingate’s body, and shaking his head despairingly. 

 “Give him a shot of morphine.”

 Parker took out the first aid kit from his rucksack and removed the morphine ampoules. He shot two into Charlie’s arm, but didn’t bother trying to stanch the flow of blood. He knew that there was no way that Wingate was going to pull through. Amazingly, Charlie Wingate didn’t pass out either from the pain or from the double dose of morphine. 

 “You’ve got to leave me,” he implored.

 But Bill Parker didn’t have any intention of abandoning the dying man. “We’ll be all right. Hang in there, Charlie. I’m right here with you.”

 “Give me a couple of those frags,” Wingate said, his eyes tracing a line to where Parker’s three fragmentation grenades hung from his flak vest.

 Parker looked at Barron. Wingate’s eyes told the story. He was dying. They had to leave him, and get back across the border as fast as possible. Reluctantly, Parker gave his friend two fragmentation grenades. He pulled the pins on both grenades, carefully placing one in each hand. Wingate’s eyes had an almost tranquil look in them. He knew the end was near, and he was ready. 

 “Get out of here. . . now.” 

 Parker picked up his pack and with Barron watching their rear, they moved off as fast as they dared down the trail toward the border. A few minutes later, they heard the staccato fire of AK 47s, followed by the back to back thump of the two frag grenades. Parker slowed a little, but Barron prodded him forward. “There’s nothing we could have done for Charlie, and certainly nothing that we can do now except save our butts.”

 Charlie Wingate probably took out a few of the VC, but the remainder of the squad would be hot on their heels. Barron knew they had to do something or they’d never make it back alive. He had to make the VC more cautious and less interested in catching up with them. “We’ve got to slow ‘em down,” he told Parker. “Let’s use the claymores. We can set them up here. Call for a dust-off while I position the mines. We’ll never make it over the fence before the VC are on us.” 

 “They may not direct a dust-off across the fence.” 

 “They sure as hell better. I’ll be damned if I’m going to die out here because some rear echelon asshole thinks violating Laotian air space is worse than letting his men hang.”

 Both men dropped their gear. While John Barron set up the Claymore mines, Parker cranked the PRC 25 transceiver and called Triple C, their comm command, for an emergency evacuation. Barron fanned out three mines so that he had coverage on the trail and along both sides of it. He set the trip wires so the first few VC would get closer to the mines, but not so close that their bodies would shield the rest of the squad from the blast.

 “What’d they say?” Barron asked as he finished prepping the Claymores. “Where’s the exfil point?”

 Parker was still yelling into the handset, plainly having difficulty with their base camp. “Keep talking, but we’ve got to get out of here.” Barron grabbed Parker’s rucksack. They bolted down the trail as fast as they could.

 Finally Parker slammed the handset into its cradle. “No deal until we cross the fence. The orders came down from the CIA shit who’s running the program, and no one’s going to buck him.”

 “Jesus Christ, I don’t believe it! Those bastards!” he cursed bitterly. “We’re dead meat.”

 The sound of the claymores signaled that the VC was closing in. They heard the screams and shouts of the injured and dying back along the trail as they double timed their way toward the border. A few minutes later, Barron called a halt. “Look, unless we stumbled on a whole battalion, we’re probably facing a dozen or so at best–after the ones Charlie killed. . . and the Claymores. We’re in good shape ammo wise. If we keep this pace up, they’ll overrun us. Let’s finish this–if we can.”

 Barron’s thinking made plenty of sense. If they used the remaining two Claymores, and then ambushed the remaining VC, they might get out of there in one piece. 

 “Okay, go for it.”

 Parker and Barron rigged the last two mines, setting the detonators to go off by radio control. The remaining VC wouldn’t be too quick to trip over a wire again. When the mines were ready, each man took the remaining grenades from his rucksack. Parker found a fallen tree behind which he had good cover and could lay down effective fire. Barron dropped behind a hillock that afforded him the same benefits. In position, they waited for what was to come.

 No more than ten minutes elapsed before they detected movement along the trail. The VC, now wary of more mines, moved along the edges of the trail but at a pace fast enough to overtake the retreating Americans. Parker couldn’t get an accurate count before the first three men walked into the Claymores’ range. Barron promptly detonated the mines. Three down, maybe four. Parker tossed a grenade at the rest of the squad, and then opened up with his M 16. The return fire was immediate as the enemy gauged their position. The distinctive signature of the AK 47s on full auto mixed with the boom of their M 16s. 

 Barron waited until the Claymores went off before taking careful aim at the VC further up the trail. He fired selective three round bursts, and then moved west keeping cover. He knew Parker expected him to hold his position, but the chance to finish off the remaining VC outweighed the risk that he might get caught in Parker’s fire.

 Parker didn’t see any return fire coming from behind the mound. He wasn’t sure if Barron had been hit or had moved off. Not wanting to take any chances, he swept the north side of the trail. Finally only the sound of their M-16s punctured the jungle’s tranquility. Both men cautiously held their fire while waiting to see if any the Vietcong were still alive. When nothing moved, Barron shouted an all clear coming out from behind a tree to meet up with Parker. 

 “I got the two that tried to get away. There’s no one alive from here back to where I nailed those two. Let’s get the hell out of here.” They moved as fast as they could toward the border. As soon as they cleared the fence, Parker called for their dust-off. 

 They waited until they heard the helicopter before using the PRC 25 to radio the chopper. Once a team hadn’t bothered communicating with the chopper before it fired its smoke, and the door gunner, thinking that the chopper was under fire, opened up with the M 60. It had scared the shit out of the team, but fortunately no one was injured. Now it was policy to speak first, and then fire off the smoke.

 “Puffing smoke, puffing smoke,” Parker said into the handset, not indicating the color. Ever since the VC started carrying smoke grenades and monitoring the PRC 25 frequencies, the ground units never indicated what color smoke they were using. 

 “We have yellow, we have yellow,” came back from the chopper.

 “Confirm yellow. Exfil site is green,” signifying no anticipated enemy ground fire.

 Smoke billowed up toward the sky, and then was forced down like a cloud by the downwash from the hovering UH 1. The chopper swung in, touching down in the clearing. As soon as they could reach the skids, Barron and Parker made their dash to the waiting Huey. With the men onboard, the UH 1 whirled around and climbed through the lush green canopy. Neither man said a word on the way back to the base camp. The loud thump of the rotors would have made it impossible to be heard anyway. Besides there wasn’t anything else left to say. 

 Later, Parker watched as Barron slammed his K Bar into Charlie Wingate’s now-abandoned bedroll. Each time the knife struck home, another rent appeared. Again and again Parker heard the K Bar as Barron attempted to quell the smoldering rage within. Finally, it stopped–just as the fury had begun, without a whimper. Whoever called the shots that almost got them killed would someday be paid back in his own coin.


. . . . . .

 Two months later, Parker’s time was up. When he finally got out of the Army, Parker made a half-hearted attempt at finishing his engineering degree. He had completed two years of schooling before the Selective Service took a personal interest in his future, and he figured he’d complete the electrical engineering curriculum under the GI Bill. He enrolled in the same university he attended before the war. Two years later he collected his bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering. 

 It was right after graduation that the nightmares began in earnest, ones in which he relived the death of his close friend Charlie Wingate. Vietnam created a churning anger in Parker’s gut that wouldn’t go away. He had seen and done too much, the effects of which tore at his subconscious during the day. At night his experiences took command. He thought that he had gotten over Charlie’s loss. Death wasn’t anything new to anyone who had seen combat duty in Vietnam. Yet somehow this was different. Logically, he knew that he should be able to cope with the loss. Psychologically, it was an entirely different story.

 Parker had to do something to lift the burden from his shoulders, and he had only two options: he could commit himself to the nearest Veterans Administration Hospital, a waste of time, or he could go to Maryland and find Charlie’s family. Maybe sharing the loss with someone who understood what he had gone through would help. He opted for the latter.


. . . . . .

 Bill Parker arrived at the Wingate estate two months after Joanna Wingate had died. When he heard that Charlie’s father had lost his wife, his first reaction was that he had picked a bad time to make the trip. The elder Wingate, however disagreed, making Parker feel very much at home. When Parker flatly refused to impose by staying in the mansion, Wingate pressed him to stay in one of the estate’s guesthouses.

 While Parker rested up and recharged his emotional batteries, Wingate was busy running his countless companies. After dinner, the two men sat in the library talking about the war’s impact on the nation. Later Parker explained how he had come to grips with the trauma that was Vietnam. The two of them sat there, thousands of miles away from the where the action had taken place, and talked about the missions. They spoke of the men who came back, and those who didn’t. They talked of everything that was part of the Vietnam experience. What Wingate never saw through the eyes of his son, he witnessed through Parker’s. 

 It soon became obvious the relationship between the elder Wingate and the man Parker had known in Vietnam had been strained from childhood on. When the younger Wingate decided to serve his country, his father first refused to allow it. Later, when it was too late, Wingate all but disinherited him. 

 The old man would not tolerate one of his own going against his wishes in any way, much less in such an outspoken and public manner, which is exactly what Charlie did when he joined up. It was evident that Wingate had sufficient connections to prevent his son from being drafted, much less ever seeing combat. The younger Wingate, however, refused to allow his father to interfere with his future, even if that future involved a side-trip to Southeast Asia. 

 At first, Parker thought that Wingate wanted a better understanding of his son, to come to grips with his son’s death in a land so foreign and far away. But the older Wingate was a master at masking his emotions. It wasn’t until they had been meeting for some time that Parker sensed a slight emotional change in the older man. Parker first detected a frustration, and later anger, in the man who sat across from him every evening. 

 Their late-night discussions were not an attempt by Wingate to understand what had driven his son to serve overseas. Nor were they to break down any walls that might exist between Wingate and Parker; the man couldn’t care less about that. 

 Although the financier always managed to keep his emotions under control, Parker sensed his unspoken turmoil. Parker was never sure if Wingate ranted at the world for taking his only son, or railed at the boy’s stupidity in enlisting. He suspected the latter. Each night as Parker spoke of the horrors of Southeast Asia, Wingate sat there silently cursing his son. 

 Bill Parker wasn’t surprised when, after a few weeks, Wingate suggested that he stay on as a full-time security director for Wingate’s business far-flung interests. Parker didn’t want any handouts, but Wingate knew the combination of SOG experience coupled with Parker’s knowledge of electronics made the man a natural choice for the trusted role. It took some convincing, but finally Parker and Wingate came to terms. 

 All the while that he’d been a guest at the Wingate estate, the nightmares that had driven him to Maryland decreased both in frequency and intensity. The catharsis taking place in Wingate’s library was also helping Bill Parker.








CHAPTER 14

 



 



 To Parker, the essence of a successful mission was in the planning. As he made his way back to his quarters, a plan began to form in his head, and Parker headed straight for his basement workshop.

 His electronics lab took up most of the space. By modern standards it wasn’t all that sophisticated, but then most of the stuff Parker worked on wasn’t sophisticated either. Two six-foot-long Masonite topped benches placed end to end made up the center of his workspace. His test equipment consisted of a couple of digital volt ohmmeters, a storage oscilloscope, and a signal generator. Two rows of supply shelves held the wide range of parts and components needed to keep the estate’s security and surveillance systems in top notch order.

 Parker switched on the fluorescent lights over the workbench and began rummaging through a box of odds and ends. He had decided on a bomb, and an explosive device needed a rock solid detonator. Parker had just the right idea. 

 In front of him were a commercially available car alarm and the system’s remote pager. Minor surgery was, of course, in order.

 First, Parker unscrewed the back of the alarm pager. Then he removed the transmitter’s cover. The pager was roughly three inches long by two inches wide and an inch deep–a model of tight packaging and miniaturization. The electronics revolution had affected virtually every area of consumer electronics. The largest component was the tiny battery that powered the receiver circuitry and the audible alarm. 

 He made a mental note to check its capacity. He didn’t want to use the device in such a critical application only to find out that the battery was shot. He placed the pager on the workbench and picked up the transmitter.

 According to the instructions, the transmitter operated from the car’s battery and had an effective range of two to eight miles; plenty for what he had in mind. Since it connected directly to the car battery, it would always have a reliable source of power. Just to be safe, Parker planned to wire the transmitter so that it worked from its own battery or from the car’s.

 Parker picked up the owner’s manual, and turned to the two page schematic layout of the transmitter circuitry. The alarm system worked in a very straightforward manner. When the alarm tripped, usually as a result of someone’s attempting to steal the protected vehicle, the transmitter sent out a coded digital signal on a dedicated frequency. The pager, tuned to the same frequency, decoded the signal and sounded the beeper. 

 Slowly, Parker began to trace the general flow of the schematic diagram, noting the power circuitry as well as the design of the circuitry that kept the transmitter on frequency. The manufacturer had used a crystal controlled oscillator to stabilize the transmitted frequency, which was a lot better than Parker had expected to find. 

 The crystal guaranteed that the transmitter would always be sending its signal out on the right frequency. He also took note of the tone generator circuitry that would create the unique tone sequence, the receipt of which would sound the remote pager. 

 Parker removed the battery from the pager unit. He then carefully cut the wires to the small audible alarm. With the beeper disconnected from the rest of the circuitry, he drilled a small hole in the side of the pager-receiver to mount a micro-miniature female jack. 

 He needed access to the two wires that originally connected the audible alarm to the rest of the receiver circuitry for another purpose. Parker located the small switch assembly that matched the receiver circuitry to the transmitter. 

 Under normal circumstances the user wouldn’t be concerned if by accident someone else was sending out the same coded signal, but for what Parker had in mind, that would be catastrophic. He took out a small screwdriver and selected a random five-digit binary code, pushing the small toggle switches on the plastic switch assembly until they matched the code he had chosen. Having set the pager-receiver’s code, he performed the same procedure on the transmitter. The two units were now in sync.

 Parker picked up the paging receiver and located the small wire antenna wound inside the plastic case. He cut the wire, then soldered on a length of additional wire thereby increasing the range. 

 It was amazing that something so innocuous as a simple car alarm could parallel the capabilities of the Army Special Forces Radio Detonation Unit or RDU. Parker’s SOG team had used the RDU extensively in Vietnam. Of course the military version was waterproof, and this wasn’t. But the military spec unit also cost a hundred times more and was harder to acquire without anyone asking questions that Parker didn’t want to answer. Besides, he wouldn’t be using the system under water.

 Before replacing the cover, Parker snipped the wires leading to the pager’s test switch. The switch sounded the audible alarm. Its purpose was to let the user know that the system worked. Since he planned to wire the pager to a detonator, he didn’t think it smart to leave the switch operational. It wouldn’t do to accidentally hit the switch after connecting the detonator. 

 With the pager modifications out of the way, Parker turned his attention to the transmitter. First he took a twelve-volt D cell pack from his supply cabinet and wired its two terminals to the battery. If this battery failed, he could revert to the car’s electrical system for power. 

 For safety’s sake-his-he also wired in an on off switch between the positive lead going to the battery and the transmitter. Parker next found the two screw terminals on the transmitter that, when shorted together, caused the transmitter to send out its digitally encoded signal. To these he wired a second switch, this time, however, he used a push button switch. If all his modifications performed as expected, he had built a digitally encoded remote detonator with the proximate capabilities of the RDU. 

 Like anything else he wanted, Parker requisitioned explosives simply by providing Wingate with a list of whatever he needed, and he always made a point of keeping some C-4 on hand. He had become familiar with the explosive during his time in Vietnam, and was adept at using it. Parker stashed his C-4 in the explosives shed with the dynamite and detonators used to remove tree stumps.

 The explosive storage shed was located over a mile from the cluster of estate buildings. Wingate wanted to make sure that if the shed went up, none of the other buildings would be damaged. Parker took one of the golf carts that the staff used to get about, and drove out to the shed. From a special, locked chest, Parker selected a two-inch by three-inch piece of military-grade plastic explosive. He also removed one mil standard blasting cap. He locked the door behind him, and then drove back to his workshop.

 In spite of his considerable experience handling explosives, Parker’s attention remained riveted on the workbench and his device. Although it was too soon to introduce the blasting cap into the C 4, Parker wired it to the male jack that he would later insert into the pager when he was ready to plant the bomb. All kinds of transmitters were in use on the estate. Given the special frequency and equally unique tones, it was unlikely that a random signal would detonate the bomb, but there was no sense in taking any chances. When he was ready to plant the device in Albright’s car, he need only plug the assembly with its blasting cap into the pager-receiver and he’d be ready to go. 








CHAPTER 15

 




October 8th

 Allen Thiesse placed his coffee cup on the desk, and then reached for the ringing phone. “Thiesse here,” he said, wedging the handset to his ear. When he heard the caller’s voice, he tensed. “Yes sir, Mr. President.” Normally calls originating from the Oval Office came through the President’s staff.

 “Allen, I’d like to take an impromptu trip if you think you can handle the arrangements.”


 “Trip, Mr. President?” 


 “Yes, just across town, so I guess we’ll need the limousine,” Daniel Varrick responded.


 With his free hand, Thiesse quickly shuffled through the papers on his desk searching for the President’s daily schedule. “Mr. President, there’s nothing on the schedule.”

 “I know, but I want to go over to University Hospital–and I want to do it as quietly as possible. No press, no advance notice, nothing.”

 “Is there anything wrong, Mr. President?” If there were, the best place would be the White House’s fully staffed medical facilities.

 “No, Allen. I’m fine,” Daniel Varrick answered.

 President Varrick had never been one to upset the Secret Service’s well oiled procedures without a damned good reason. Thiesse thought about the President’s request, if you could call it that. 

 No one else knew about the trip across town, which meant that no would be assassin could be lying in wait. Besides, the Secret Service had gotten weaned on unscheduled trips during the Clinton administration. Between jogging every morning and the fact that Clinton refused to allow the fact that there were all kinds of kooks out there to change his lifestyle, unexpected trips had become a way of life around 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

 “Can you give me an hour, Mr. President? If that’s satisfactory, I think we can get everything in place.”

 “That’ll be fine, Allen. Departure around eleven fifteen.”

 Thiesse mashed the phone’s flash button, then punched in Mary Neill’s extension. When his ASAIC answered, Thiesse filled her in on the President’s so called impromptu trip. 

 Afterward, Thiesse wondered how the exalted staff would take the news that their boss had sidestepped the entire executive office organization and initiated the local trip himself. What the hell, Thiesse thought. After all, the man is the President of the United States, and if he wants to take a low-key trip to a hospital, PPD would salute and get things moving.

 As soon as she hung up the phone, Mary Neill notified the D.C. police that the President would be motorcading across town. She then notified the agents responsible for the motorcade vehicles as well as the White House garage. The wheels were in motion.


. . . . . .

 Allen Thiesse picked up the microphone and depressed the push to talk button. Since Thiesse was riding with the President, his communications held priority over those of any vehicle in the motorcade. He directed his transmission to the White House Communications Center.

 “Bookstore, this is Boxer. We’re approaching Band-Aid.” He knew his advance team at University Hospital were monitoring the motorcade’s radio traffic and prepared to receive the entourage. 

 In addition to the Presidential limousine, the motorcade consisted of six other cars. A marked D.C. police car led the procession. The second car, a spare limousine, carried the rest of Thiess’s on duty PPD team and the President’s doctor. Next was the Presidential limo. Directly behind it came a follow-up vehicle carrying the agents with their shift leader. 

 The last car in the “secure package”–the first five vehicles in the motorcade–was the control car. In addition to the President’s top staff, it carried the naval officer responsible for the highly classified SIOP–Single Integrated Operational Plan–that could toss the nation into global thermonuclear war. Even the warming of the Cold War didn’t alleviate the necessity of always having the “football” with the President. 

 The final two vehicles in Thiess’s hastily thrown together caravan were the War Wagon, filled with Counter Assault Team members, and the police tail car. This assemblage was typical of the myriad personnel who traveled whenever the nation’s chief executive hit the road. As the President had directed, there were no staff or press cars. The motorcade was as compact as possible.

 Thiesse, seated in his usual position in the right front seat, felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to face the President.

 “When we get to the hospital, Allen, I’d like to go right up to the ward. Since we’re not expected, the hospital staff won’t have time to go overboard.”

 “We’ll do the best we can, Mr. President.” As the motorcade reached the hospital’s main entrance, Thiesse wondered what had made the President shuffle his schedule for the unplanned trip. 

 The advance team had done their job. The coast was clear from the front entrance all the way through the lobby to the elevators. One by one, the agents responsible for each segment of the path gave Thiesse the all clear. As the elevator neared its destination, the agents who preceded the President indicated that the floor was secure. Thiesse mashed the button on the control panel, opening the doors.

 The President of the United States walked over to the nurses’ desk. Jaws dropped in recognition. 

 “I’d like to speak with Melissa Johnson, please,” Daniel Varrick told the attending nurse. Caught totally off guard, the nurse led the President and his Secret Service entourage down the long corridor. Almost at the end of the hall, she turned, passing through double doors and into the ward.

 Melissa Johnson was a towheaded youngster about seven years old. They found her lying in the starchy white bed, tubes snaking from beneath the covers.

 “Melissa,” the President said. “I saw you on TV and I understand you wanted to talk to me.” A smile took over the little girl’s face. 

 Gently, the President sat on the edge of the bed. “It looks like we’ve got too many people here to suit you, haven’t we?” he asked. Without waiting for a reply, Varrick turned to Thiesse. “I think I’m plenty safe for the time being, don’t you, Mr. Thiesse? Why don’t we give the young lady some space?”

 Thiesse signaled the agents to move further away from the bed. 

 For nearly twenty minutes the President of the United States was engaged in deep conversation with the child. Finally, President Varrick rose from the hospital bed. He started to walk toward where Thiesse and the agents were waiting, then turned and went back to Melissa’s bed. 

 Thiesse watched as Daniel Varrick leaned over the little girl. Hesitantly, her pencil thin arms came up, encircling the President’s neck. As they hugged, Thiesse was certain he saw tears in the President’s eyes.

 A profound silence permeated the elevator as the group made its way back to the limousine. 

 “She’s dying,” Daniel Varrick said. “Leukemia. I saw her on the morning news today. When the host asked her what she wanted to do more than anything else, you know what she said?”

 Thiesse shook his head.

 “She said she wanted to talk to me about all the children in the world. Couldn’t very well turn her down, could we?”








CHAPTER 16

 




October 9th

 If the murder was going to take place on November 1, Payton and Janet had less than a month to fill in the puzzle’s missing pieces and alert the authorities. 

 “If you’re right, Steve, then where do we go from here?” Janet asked. 

 “We need to find out who the target is and warn him. To make matters worse, someone from Wingate Farms picked the killer up, which ties this whole mess to our neighbor.” 

 “What are you going to do?”

 “Go back to Wingate Farms and take a look around. Maybe I’ll learn something that will help us put all this together. If worse comes to worse, and I don’t make any headway, we’ll go to the police with whatever evidence we have.”

 Janet thought for a few minutes. “Maybe Shangri La’s a boat. Tomorrow, I’ll access the Coast Guard registry and call the Chesapeake Bay marinas to see if anyone owns a boat named the Shangri La. 

 Meanwhile, for God’s sake don’t take any chances. I searched the major publications for all references to Charles Wingate. He’s an extremely wealthy and very powerful man, with connections all the way up to the White House. He’s very secretive and doesn’t like anyone snooping into his affairs. Whatever’s going on, it was probably hatched by one of his people. I’ll bet he knows nothing about it.”

 Janet walked over to where Payton stood near the kitchen door. She put her arms around him and said, “Be careful.” Her eyes told him everything else.

 “I will. I promise.”

 Janet kissed him, and then watched as he left the house. As Payton pulled the Jaguar out of the barn and headed up the drive, she wondered if he’d be able to keep that promise.

 Payton followed the same route they had taken the other day, across the back roads. When he arrived at the estate, he circled it once before he decided it was safe enough to stop the car and take a look around. Before getting out to reconnoiter the estate, Payton wanted to make sure that no one was working nearby. Wherever he looked, the fields were empty of men and equipment. He got out of the Jaguar, but left the driver’s door open. That way, if anyone suddenly appeared, it would appear he was only making a brief rest stop. 

 All along the right side of the road, the extent of Wingate Farms was evident. Rolling green pastures, each dotted with small, fenced in stands of trees, extended from the roadside as far as the eye could see. A culvert separated the country road from the farm’s well tended grounds. 

 About ten feet in from the edge of the road stood the first of two four rail white fences. Fifteen feet away, a second, inner fence ran parallel to the first one. From where he stood, it appeared that the fences traced the estate’s entire boundary. Payton remembered that some thoroughbred farms used twin fences to keep the passersby away from the horses, and maybe that was Wingate’s objective too. On the other hand, although the fields were well cared for and the fence lines trimmed to perfection, there were no horses in sight. Payton wondered why anyone would go to all the trouble of installing two fences when there wasn’t anything to protect.

 Payton noticed that the fences ran in straight shots, as if the architect had taken care to keep the fence line as straight as possible except where it entered the corners of the property. Small beds of well maintained hyssop and chickweed dotted the area between the two fences. Each bed was mulched with a medium sized chip, and set off from the surrounding grass by pressure treated timbers.

 Payton walked over to the first fence and rested his arms on the top rail. Off in the distance, he could make out the outline of the mansion. Payton slipped between the lower and middle rails of the outer fence and into the clear zone. 

 The thought that there had to be a logical explanation for the double fencing that he was unable to fathom nagged him as he made his way along the estate’s perimeter. Suddenly, Payton got the feeling that he was being watched. But when he turned around to see if anyone had stopped on the road or if one of the estate’s employees had come up behind him, no one was there. In spite of his senses, Payton felt another’s presence. 

 After a few minutes, he realized that there was nothing to be gained by hanging about the estate. Other than the fact that Wingate took excellent care of his property, Payton had learned nothing. Frustrated, he back climbed through the outer fence. Lost in thought, he returned to the car, started the engine, and fastened his seat belt. 

 As Payton drove back to the farm, his gut feelings told him that the hit man was working directly for Wingate. He needed more information, but he had no idea how to go about getting it.

 As the Jaguar disappeared down the road, several ultra-quiet motors, each controlling a miniature closed circuit television camera installed in the flower- beds, began to hum. Slowly, the periscoping miniature black cameras that had followed Payton's every move disappeared back into the ground. 








CHAPTER 17

 




October 11th

 “Something’s come up. Got time to discuss it?” Parker asked his boss. He hesitated, unsure whether Wingate would want to talk in the library or go elsewhere.

 “Of course. How about a walk? The weather’s beautiful and I’ve been at it since early this morning. The break will do me good. I’ll meet you near the barn–say fifteen minutes.” Wingate hung up the phone. 

 The financier had been busy reviewing the performance of the Wingate Trust, and it looked like another banner year. They had exceeded their sales projections by nearly twenty percent, which for them meant their profits would be up by at least that amount. Wingate never countenanced increased sales without a commensurate increase in profitability. He flipped the financial report closed and locked the document in his desk drawer, safe from any prying eyes. Satisfied that everything was in order, he left the room. 

 Fifteen minutes later, Wingate met his security chief outside the massive barn. Parker would have liked a cigarette, but Wingate didn’t tolerate cigarette smoking. Yet he had no qualms about lighting up a Havana cigar from his private reserve. His boss wore casual slacks, a dress shirt with an ascot, and a pair of Wellingtons. Even when he didn’t expect visitors, Wingate’s affectation was evident. They walked until both were sure they were out of earshot of anybody. 

 Then Wingate got down to business. “What’s the problem? Somebody stealing tools again?” Wingate joked.

 Parker thought about a snappy reply, then decided discretion was definitely the better part of valor. “If you recall I changed the operation of the perimeter system over to incorporate the closed circuit television equipment that we bought last year.” 

 Wingate interjected, “You mean the cameras hidden in the flower beds? The ones that pop up like a jack in the box when someone trips one of the sensors?”

 “One and the same.” 

 “So what’s the problem?”

 “The perimeter intrusion detection system on the eastern section of the estate detected a trespasser two days ago. When the seismic sensors tripped, the main computer switched the closed circuit television on and activated the system’s videotape recorder. I periodically request a printout of all alarms. When I saw the number of alarms coming from that sector, I played back the videotape to see what was going on.”

 “What did you find?” Wingate asked, stopping to face Parker.


 “Someone approached the outer fence.” 


 “But coming near the outer fence wouldn’t set off the alarms, would it?” Wingate interrupted.


 “No, but climbing over the outer fence did. The guy didn’t try to approach the estate, but walked between the two fences.”


 “Is that all?” Wingate stepped off in the direction they had been heading.


 “He seemed to be looking for something. After a few minutes he went back to his car and drove off.”


 “That’s nothing to get excited about. He may simply have lost a hub cap.” 


 “Possibly, but I ran a check on him anyway. There’s too much going on right now to assume that this is innocent.”


 Wingate paused to think about what Parker had told him. He was right; the Committee did have too much going on to tolerate any outside interest. “Our visitor, who is he?”

 Parker opened a small pad he kept in his shirt pocket. He referred to his notes for a few seconds. “His name is Steven Payton. Came into Pine Lakes a couple of weeks ago with a woman, Janet Phillips. They rented the old Stewart place a few miles from here.”

 Charles Wingate turned toward his security chief. “Any reason to believe he’s FBI or CIA?” 

 “No, but I’m not positive that he’s not connected with one of the alphabet soup agencies. I ran a check on him, and from all appearances he’s a Baltimore lawyer taking some kind of break. I even had our people visit his ex-wife. They don’t stay in touch, and she thought he was still in Baltimore. But that’s not significant by itself. I had his office checked out, and no one’s seen our Mr. Payton for a few days. On the surface, he checks out fine, but I don’t like it. Why would a small time Baltimore lawyer suddenly lock up his office, effectively shutting down his law practice, and come to Pine Lakes? It doesn’t make sense.”

 “What about the woman?” Wingate asked.

 “She’s some sort of computer consultant. It doesn’t add up, and I don’t like him snooping around the estate.”

 “I agree. We don’t need anyone sticking his nose into our business right now. If we can’t tie him to any of the spook outfits, fine. If something about him comes up or he keeps snooping around, then we’ll go from there. Meanwhile keep a close eye on our Mr. Payton and his friend.”

 “How close?”

 “Real close.” Wingate’s voice was frigid.


. . . . . .

 Payton found Janet waiting for him when he got back to the farm. No sooner had he entered the kitchen than she was all over him with questions.

 “Find out anything?”


 “No. Wingate Farms looks like any other well tended horse farm, with one exception.”


 “What?”


 “No horses. I didn’t see a single horse the entire time I was there. No hay, no signs of any animals. I didn’t even see a pile of manure–anywhere.”

 “They could have been in another pasture,” Janet suggested.


 “I drove around the whole place: no horses, no corn, as a matter of fact no crops–period.”


 “Maybe it’s a tax shelter.”


 “Even a tax shelter’s got to be growing something. The more I see of our mysterious neighbor, the more I think he’s in this up to his ears. There’re too many unexplained things going on–all related one way or the other to Charles Wingate,” Payton said emphatically.

 “Now, all you have to do is prove it...” Janet replied. “...and that may be a lot harder.”

 As Janet left the room, Payton was sitting at the kitchen table contemplating a spot on the ceiling, lost in deep thought.









CHAPTER 18

 




October 14th

 Parker strode down the hall toward the billiard room. He was glad that Wingate didn’t want to meet in the mansion’s trophy room. Charles Wingate prided himself on his big game hunting safaris. 

 When the local government outlawed the taking of elephant and rhinoceros, Wingate hunted with one of the gangs of poachers that traveled secretly into the major game preserves, killing whatever animals they came for and getting out one step ahead of the game wardens. Even after the Kenyan government mounted a major offensive, putting an end to the poaching, Wingate found a big game park in Texas where, for the right price, he could still hunt whatever exotic animals he wanted. 

 Meetings in the trophy room always seemed to have an underlying tone, one Parker didn’t like. Wingate seemed to be saying, “See what happens if you don’t do it my way. There’s always space on my trophy wall for another head.” Of course the old man never would be so crass as to spell it out in so many words, but Parker got the message nonetheless. 

 As Parker entered the room, Charles Wingate III was practicing bank shots. “Come in, Bill...and please close the door,” Wingate called. Parker closed the door, and then took a seat at a stool in the corner of the room not far from the billiard table. He waited for Wingate to begin, but suspected he already knew the subject.

 “Mr. Albright is due to arrive here this afternoon–ostensibly to discuss his reservations about the Committee’s plans. I believe he actually thinks that he can force a change in our course of action.”

 Wingate paused to see if Parker was going to comment. When Parker remained silent, Wingate continued. “I presume that your plans with respect to Mr. Albright are ready for implementation?”

 “I’m only waiting for your final approval.”

 Wingate tried banking the three-ball. The cue ball traversed the table, tapped the rubber and then caromed into the three-ball, dropping it into the side pocket. 

 “Go ahead.”

 Parker left the mansion and returned to the work area in the basement of the guesthouse. After unlocking the cabinet that contained the radio-controlled detonator with its transmitter and miscellaneous parts, he installed the battery in the pager unit. Before inserting the mercury fulminate blasting cap into the C 4, Parker rechecked all his connections. 

 Everything tested out fine. He switched the unit on, pressed the reset button, and inserted the male jack from the blasting cap assembly into the pager’s jack. The tools of Albright’s imminent demise were arrayed on the workbench in front of him. 


. . . . . .

 At the appointed hour, Bill Parker noted Grover Albright’s presence. None of the Committee members liked keeping Charles Wingate waiting, and Albright apparently had no intention of further annoying the Chairman.

 Shortly after Albright’s arrival, Bill Parker went around to the rental car Albright used to get from the airport to the estate. Before approaching the vehicle, he looked about. There was no one in sight, and no one doing yard work near the spot where Albright had left the car. 

 Parker made an additional check, then quickly opened the car and slid the bomb under the driver’s seat. His total time in the car amounted to less than five seconds, and he was certain no one saw him. With everything set, he returned to his office and waited for Albright to leave.

 His plan was basically simple. He would follow Albright to the airport, detonating the explosive device before Albright got out of the car. The resultant detonation and fire would throw the authorities into confusion. First the locals wouldn’t be able to tell if the explosion resulted from careless handling of gasoline. The return lot had at least four pumps used to refill the tanks of the returned cars. 

 Once they ruled out an accident, they’d still have to wait for a detailed lab analysis before they could begin to figure out who the intended target was. The lab analysis would be further hampered once the fire department hosed down the entire area. Every cop knew, from his earliest days as a rookie, to “preserve the scene of the crime”. That was hard to do when the fire department flushed away all the evidence.

 Less than three quarters of an hour later, Grover Albright was on his way back to the airport. Wingate’s chief of security duly noted his departure on one of the closed- circuit television monitors located on the security panel in his office. There was only one way back to the airport serving the Baltimore area. Parker could take his time.

 Keeping his surveillance loose, Parker tailed Albright as he made his way back to the airport. Part of that trip was across country roads, and Parker didn’t want Albright getting suspicious because he saw someone from the estate following him. 

 As the two cars neared the airport, Parker could risk moving in closer, certain that Albright would not notice the nondescript car with all the other traffic approaching the airport. As expected, Albright dutifully followed the signs for rental car returns. Parker watched as Albright pulled into a line of cars waiting processing. 

 As soon as Albright turned into the rental return area, Parker pulled off the access road and into a parking lot designated for airport employees. He wouldn’t be there long. From the lot, he had a clear view of everything taking place across the road. When Parker was certain that no one else was in the immediate area, he placed the transmitter on the car seat next to him, and turned on the master toggle switch powering up the transmitter. When he pushed the transmit button, the unit would send out the signal that would end Albright’s life. Parker checked the area a second time, then hit the switch.

 Inside the miniature push button switch, two contacts met, allowing current from the battery to flow into the alarm system transmitter. The transmitter, in turn, sent out a four watt encoded signal to the paging receiver positioned under Albright’s seat. The receiver decoded the signal and verified that all the tones matched those in its memory. 

 The match made, it sent an electrical current to the circuitry that normally powered the tiny beeper. Since Parker had removed the audible alarm, the current passed directly into the mercury-fulminate blasting cap, which exploded, detonating the C 4 plastic explosive. All this took place in less than a half a second.

 The force of the explosion blew out the car windows, scattering glass for a hundred yards in each direction. Given the amount of plastic explosive used in fashioning the bomb, a significant amount of shrapnel whirled through the rental car like a high-speed tornado. From every angle, countless pieces of glass and shrapnel pierced Albright’s body. Less than a third of a second later, the detonation threw Albright’s head forward into the steering wheel, crushing his skull. 

 An unwilling puppet of the explosion, Albright’s body hit the steering wheel with such force that the wheel broke into several jagged spikes. Each penetrated his chest; one pierced his heart. In fact, if one were timing the death from the time that the security man’s finger hit the switch, it would only have been a matter of a few seconds. Very few men died that fast.

 Even after Albright’s heart stopped beating, the explosion continued ripping through the vehicle, finally reaching the half empty gas tank. The tank’s vapors erupted in a massive secondary explosion, turning what was left of the car into a brilliant fireball and scorching everything around it. 

 The ground below quickly heated to over a thousand degrees, changing the black topped pavement into a hot, gummy mess. The inferno further destroyed the car, its occupant, and any evidence that might have remained after the bomb’s detonation.

 Parker heard the sirens as the fire and police emergency response teams converged on the conflagration. Carefully, he placed the detonator on the floor behind the front seat, and then covered it with a newspaper. He shifted the transmission selector into drive, and began the trip back to the estate, careful not to exceed the posted speed limit. He didn’t want to break any laws.








CHAPTER 19

 



 




October 15th

 Grant returned to the colonel's house shortly after 3 P.M. on the appointed day. As he pulled into the driveway, the colonel came out of the house to meet him.

 “How was the trip?” 


 “Fine. I decided to drive rather than fly–less questions that way.” 


 “When did you hit the road?”


 “Three days ago, and I took my time getting here,” Grant said as the two started toward the house. Grant appreciated the small talk, but he was anxious to see what the colonel had for him. 

 His entire plan hinged on the rifle. As long as the colonel delivered, Grant could go ahead making his arrangements. He’d remain on schedule. If not, he’d have to reevaluate the entire mission, placing the schedule in jeopardy. The colonel, sensing his friend’s eagerness said, “Why don’t we go downstairs. I think there’s something you want to see.”

 Grant followed the man through the house and down the stairs leading to the basement work area. The colonel had a six-foot by three-foot Formica-topped folding table set up in the middle of the room. A black cloth covered the table and hung over its sides. In the center, a sinister-looking rifle sat poised on two bipod legs. 

 The rifle was unlike anything that Grant had ever seen before. A set of spring-loaded bipod legs provided support for the barrel. The springs made it possible to keep the rifle’s legs tight against the weapon when the gun was transported. A rectangular frame enclosed the trigger guard, the rear of the frame also serving as a handgrip. The frame was the third leg of the tripod. It extended from the handgrip to a position a few inches behind the rifle’s front legs.

 The overall length of the rifle was about five feet, including the three-foot barrel and the three sectioned rectangular muzzle break. Mounted on the top of the rifle’s receiver was a black matte scope with built in, flip up lens caps. For obvious reasons, there were no iron sights. Only the scope would be used. 

 A black nylon webbed sling ran from the end of the stock to a point behind the muzzle break where it attached to the barrel. The rear of the stock consisted of an oval piece of metal curved to fit comfortably against the shooter’s shoulder and covered with recoil absorbent rubber. Emerging out of the right side of the gun, a three-inch long bolt with knurled handle provided the means of loading the weapon. A matte black finish made the gun harder to see in the field. A dozen fifty-caliber cartridges, each over six inches long and an inch wide at the base, sat on the table next to the weapon. 

 John Grant walked over to the table to inspect this instrument of death. As he did so, the armorer explained the merits of his latest creation to him.

 “Ironically, this is a counter-sniper rifle that has been specially developed around the Browning BMG 2 fifty caliber machine gun bullet. The British Special Air Service has used the gun in Northern Ireland, where it’s been effective in the counter sniper role. The manufacturer selected the BMG 2 round because of its accuracy and muzzle velocity, 2,950 feet per second. 

 My tests on the range have shown that the bullet will penetrate four inches of steel plate or fourteen inches of concrete. The round’s maximum distance of travel is about eight miles, but keep in mind that although it’ll go that far, its maximum effective range is three thousand yards. Considering what you told me the last time you were down, it’ll easily meet your needs.”

 Grant hefted the rifle, concerned that its weight might present a problem. He was still unsure how far he’d have to hike with the gun before he got to his hide. As he placed the rifle back on the table, he said, “It feels like it weighs about twenty pounds.”

 “Close...actually twenty six. It shouldn’t be a problem in the field.”

 The colonel went on with his lecture. “If your distance to target is under a thousand yards, you’ll be able to place your shots in a two inch group. On the range, I’ve held five rounds to a two inch group at three hundred yards. If you go out to the maximum distance, say around a mile and a half, you should be able to achieve a six inch grouping. By the way, that’s better than the gun could do when it got here. I made some modifications that improved its accuracy.”

 The old man went over to his desk, shuffled through a stack of papers, most of which were targets peppered with half inch holes, and extracted the targets he had used in testing the rifle. Both showed a series of five half inch holes punched through their centers. He handed the targets to Grant. 

 Grant quickly glanced at the targets, checking to see how many shots were in the black. The grouping also concerned him; the rifle needed to be accurate as well as consistent. He didn’t expect that he’d be able to get off a second shot, and that made the first critical. If he aimed for the center of mass, the chest area, he needed to be absolutely certain that his round would hit his target’s torso. The targets looked real good. Had the colonel been shooting at a person, any one shot would have been fatal. Grant had the weapon he needed. Handing the targets back, he said, “I’ve fired the Browning fifty caliber, and that thing jumped all over the place. What kind of recoil should I expect from this?”

 “I designed a custom muzzle break specifically for this application. Incorporated into the muzzle break is a suppressor. The suppressor is not going to mute the noise of the shot, but it will substantially reduce it. 

 You’ll find the recoil is comparable to that of a twelve-gauge shotgun. Besides, if your first shot’s on target, it won’t make much difference. But should you miss on the first round, or elect to fire off a second shot, then the recoil issue could be significant. I think you’ll find that the gun doesn’t kick like any other high powered weapon–it sort of pushes against your shoulder.”

 The colonel went on. “I filled the area between the barrel and the stock with a special glass bead resin. It’ll keep any minor bumps on the stock from being transferred to the barrel and throwing off your shot. The barrel is an eight-groove premium-grade match barrel, more than adequate for your needs. For this application, it’s a one in fifteen-inch twist.” 

 Picking up the gun, and opening the breach, he said, “The gun’s a breach-loader and takes a single round at a time. I could have gone with either a bolt action or semiautomatic design that could handle more than a round at a time, but you insisted on first shot accuracy. So a single shot rifle will be fine. From what you said about this op, you’ll be lucky to get off the first shot, much less a second.” 

 Grant picked up the rifle. The quality of the weapon, coupled with the man’s craftsmanship, was indeed impressive. Again the colonel had come through. He had taken a commercially available high-powered rifle and modified it for enhanced accuracy at a range greater than its original designers had ever conceived of. 

 “These are the ten rounds I assembled for you,” the colonel said, picking up one of the special bullets. “I fired one at a side of pork from five hundred yards, and blew it to pieces.” The man paused smiling. “It also didn’t do much for the tree that I had the meat nailed to either. The special bullets, the ones that emulate the Glaser slug, have the same characteristics and will follow the same trajectory as the standard loads. I assume you’ll verify that for yourself.”

 Grant nodded.

 The colonel explained how to break the rifle down for cleaning and routine maintenance. He didn’t expect Grant to fire the gun more than twice–once to test it, and once when he had the quarry in his sights.

 “The optic is an Austrian, Swarovski Optics, and built to NATO specs, a superb scope. It’s got a 10 power built-in auto ranging cam matched for these custom rounds,” the colonel said, gesturing toward where the fifty caliber bullets lay on the black cloth. 

 “Thing’s unsurpassed for both brightness and resolution. You can adjust the point of impact from fifteen hundred feet on up to a mile. I’ve sighted it in for fifteen hundred yards. When you test fire it, you can make whatever final adjustments you need.” 

 The colonel picked up an aluminum case, and then placed it next to the rifle.

 “This,” he said gesturing toward the case, “is a laser rangefinder. When you set up for the kill, sight the rangefinder on your target, or anything at the same distance, and then turn it on. The range appears in the window at the top.”

 “What’s the error on the laser unit?” Grant asked.

 “Less than a foot. It’s the most accurate device available. Triangulation using binoculars would have produced an error of at least fifteen yards. Even an optical rangefinder would have been good for an error of several yards. Besides, they’re so damned big. The laser unit’s the best, and it’ll do the job you want done.”

 After the sniper rifle was back in its carrying case, the bullets stowed with it, Grant turned to the colonel. “It’s a great piece, perfect for the job I need done.”

 Handing Grant another plastic box, the colonel said, “Here’s a box of regular fifty caliber ammo. Use ‘em for practice. However, be sure that you fire at least one of my hand-loaded rounds before you use the gun. That way, you’ll know what to expect. Before you go, there are a few other points I need to mention.”

 The two men went back upstairs to the living room. After they were seated, the colonel began.


 “When you sight in the rifle, try to find some place that matches the climatic conditions you expect on the day of the hit.”


 “Why?” Grant asked.


 “Because temperature and barometric pressure, which normally wouldn’t faze you at a shorter range, can give you a lot of grief when you’re target’s nearly a mile away. You could go through the trouble of calculating the correction factors, but it’s a helluva lot easier to do the sight either at the same place you’ll be shooting or in similar conditions.”

 Grant’s mind whirled. “Forget the site. I’ll sight it in somewhere close by.”


 “And when you do, don’t forget to take into account the effect of bullet spin.”


 “What?” Grant asked. His sniper experience had always been at considerably shorter distances, where spin wasn’t a problem.


 “At fifteen hundred yards, you’ll need to correct by two and half minutes of angle. So adjust your sights thirty inches to the left.” 

 Grant nodded, then asked, “Anything else?”


 “No. That’s pretty much it. Just remember what I told you.”


 “How much do I owe you for all this?” Grant asked.


 “Let’s stick with the eighty five hundred we agreed on.”


 Grant counted out ten thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills that he had taken from a leather case. Turning to his old friend, he said, “I heard that the weather in Las Vegas is superb at this time of the year. Put the extra bucks on black for me.”

 When they got to the car, Grant placed the rifle case and ancillary boxes in the trunk. He closed the lid and checked to make sure that it was locked securely. As he turned around, the colonel reached over and clasped his forearm. “John, I sense that this mission’s a big one. You know I never ask what you’re doing, and I never stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, but I have a strange feeling about this contract. It’s not like any of your other assignments. Be careful.” 

 As he got into the car, Grant said, “Thanks for the concern. I’ll be in touch.”

 As Grant’s car headed down the road, a strange feeling of déjà vu settled over the colonel. The old soldier stood silently watching until the car was out of sight. Then, with a sigh, he walked back toward the house.








PART TWO


CHAPTER 20

 



 




October 17th

 Payton couldn’t recall when he first knew that something definitely wasn’t right. Maybe it was when he began to notice the omnipresent Wingate Farms trucks and cars, or it might have been the feelings that he and Janet shared of not being alone when no one else was in sight. 

 Either way, Payton felt a new and unsettling presence. First he thought that his imagination was the culprit, playing games with his already paranoid mind. After all, he had been careful in his explorations into Wingate’s affairs. No one at the estate had any reason to be interested in him or Janet. Of that he was certain. Yet this feeling of being watched persisted, gnawing at his subconscious. 

 Payton's suspicions took on more significance when, after leaving the farm for a quick trip into town, he noticed a beige Ford pickup trailing behind him. He clearly remembered checking the county road before pulling out of the driveway; there hadn’t been any cars or trucks in sight. 

 Nonetheless, a half mile down the road, he saw the Ford as clear as day in his rearview mirror. It followed him all the way into town, speeding up and slowing down so that Payton was always within sight. He thought about abruptly turning off the main road to see what actions his shadow would take, but he didn’t want to chance alerting the other driver. He’d continue into Pine Lakes and see what developed. 

 As he pulled up in front of the country market, Payton checked the rearview mirror; the Ford was gone. Carefully, he looked up and down the main drag, but there was no sign of his shadow. Shaking his head, he went into the store and got the order that Janet had called in the day before. Once the clerk loaded the supplies into the car’s trunk, Payton left Pine Lakes, taking the same route home. After a mile or so, he checked his rearview mirror, but saw only the empty macadam road. 

 “Christ, I’m getting paranoid” he thought as he drove up the country road. It was ridiculous to think that Charles Wingate III would bother having him followed. No one at Wingate’s knew, or even suspected, that anyone was on to them. Then Payton caught a glimpse of the truck–the same beige pickup that had traced his steps into town. Payton's paranoia returned with a vengeance. 


. . . . . .

 The next morning, Payton ate breakfast with Janet. After they finished, he cleared the dishes, while Janet read the previous day’s paper.

 “Hear what happened at the airport?” she asked, folding the paper in half.


 “No, what?” 


 “Some car caught fire and blew up.” 


 “Stuff like that’s always happening. They don’t make them the way they used to,” Steve said jokingly. “Anybody hurt?”


 “The driver–he was killed. It says here that the car was a dark blue Lincoln Town Car driven by Grover Albright, the head of Worldwide Agricultural Products Incorporated.”

 Payton snatched the paper from her hands.

 “Jesus Christ! That’s my friend’s father!” Payton exclaimed as he scanned the article. The story said that Grover Albright had been in Baltimore on a business trip. For reasons not yet ascertained, Albright’s rental car had exploded upon his return to the airport.

 “I’ve got to get a hold of Mark. He’s probably devastated,” Steve said tossing the paper aside. He briefly explained that he had known Mark since college, and over the last few months the two of them had worked together on some of Worldwide Agricultural Product’s legal business.

 Payton picked up the telephone handset. “The damned thing’s dead.” Now he’d have to go into town to call his friend.


 “I’m going into Pine Lakes and find a phone that works. I’ll be back...”


 “Wait a minute, Steve. I’ll go with you.” As afterthought, Janet added. “I’ll drive.”


 En route, Payton decided that the nearest phone booth was at the interstate exit. As soon as they pulled up, Payton was out of the car. Janet watched as he quickly punched in the numbers, spoke for a few seconds, and then hung up. Obviously, Mark Albright wasn’t in. Payton walked back to the car, a puzzled look on his face.

 “What happened? Janet asked as soon as he got back in.

 “Mark wasn’t in, but he’d left me a message. He told his secretary to tell me to check my mail.” Payton thought for a few minutes.

 “Are we going back to Baltimore?” Janet asked.


 “No. Let’s head back to the house.”


 “You want to tell me what’s going on?”


 “I’m not sure yet. But I think I know a way to find out.”


 As soon as they reached the farm, Payton led Janet into the dining room.


 “Is this all set up?” Payton asked gesturing toward the computer. “I mean can I use it to access UniNet?”


 “Sure, but I’ll have to switch the modem over from the Telco lines to the cellular system. Why?”


 “Please,” Steve implored her. “I’ll explain later.”


 Janet disconnected the cable that led from the computer’s serial port to the landline modem. Then she connected the cellular modem to the computer. She powered up the computer, and then initiated the call up protocol to UniNet. 

 “I’ve got comm with UniNet,” she said as she slipped out of the chair.

 With Janet hovering behind him, Payton sat down, and then executed the command sequence to access his E mail account. A message waited for him.

 “Just what I thought,” Steve said. In seconds, the message appeared on the screen in front of them.


Address: EMB 3479581



Originator: M. Albright



Sequence: 0925/1742



Steve:



Sorry for the cloak and dagger. My father’s dead; he was killed. I think that a business associate, Charles Wingate, was behind it. We need to talk, but I don’t want to risk getting together here. Don’t come to the funeral. It’s too dangerous. I’ll contact you in London on the 22nd. Take a room at the Hyde Park. I’ll be in touch. Thanks.


 “Grover Albright murdered! I don’t believe it.” There were too many things going on Payton thought–all happening at once. He couldn’t refuse Mark’s request. On the other hand, he couldn’t abandon Janet in the midst of all that was happening.

 “I don’t know what to do,” Steve said exasperated.


 “You’ll have to go to London.”


 “I won’t leave you.”


 “You won’t have to. I’m going too.” Janet put her arms around Steve. “I wouldn’t think of letting you go without me.”


 “What about all this?” he asked gesturing toward the table.


 “The London trip’s a few days out of our schedule. We’ll still have time. Besides, you don’t have to meet Mark Albright until the twenty second.”

 Payton thought about what Janet said. “You’re right. We can fit this in. Do you have your passport?”


 “It’s in the computer case. The portable, my American Express card, and my passport...” Janet said with a grin.


 “I know. Don’t leave home without them.”


 “Exactly.”


 Payton looked at his watch. “Unfortunately, my passport is at the office. I’m going to have to go into Baltimore. It’ll probably take me a couple of hours. Want to go?” Payton asked.

 “No, go ahead. I’ve got a few things to do around here. See you when you get back.”

 He thought about changing out of the jeans and flannel shirt he was wearing into something more businesslike, but decided that what he had on would do.

 Payton went out, started the Jaguar, and drove slowly up the driveway. All the way into Baltimore, he kept a wary eye on the rearview mirror. The part of I83 that ran from Baltimore to York, Pennsylvania, ended at the Beltway, which Payton followed west for a mile before he picked up the southbound ramp to the Jones Falls Expressway. 

 With the radar detector on, he accelerated to a little over seventy miles an hour and the car merged cleanly into the sparse traffic on the highway. Anyone tailing him would have to stay up with the Jaguar–a dead giveaway. The big car purred, passing the others on the road. Each time Payton checked the rearview mirror, he saw nothing to alarm him.

 When he reached the building housing his law offices, Payton drove down the ramp that led to the underground garage. He parked the car, and then took the steps to the first floor. 

 As he strode past the front entrance to the building, he glanced outside. Payton took a step toward the elevator, and then did a rapid double take, seeing what he had dreaded. He ran to the entrance, nearly colliding with an elderly man who was coming into the building as Payton's mad dash for the sidewalk erupted. When he got outside, any doubts he had were gone. A beige Ford with the Wingate crest on its door was slowly making its way up the street.

 Badly shaken, Payton went up to his office. Pushing past the pile of mail he found lying on the floor in front of the mail slot, he walked over to the receptionist’s desk and checked the answering machine for messages. 

 Other than routine calls about a few inconsequential matters, nothing required his attention. Great. Payton then walked over to the front door and picked up the pile of mail he had almost trampled on his way in. 

 Bills, miscellaneous stuff, but nothing of importance. Payton tried desperately to concentrate on the stack of mail before him, but his practice, the mail, everything had become insignificant. 

 No matter how hard he tried, Payton couldn’t get the Wingate Farms car out of his mind. He had been certain that he wasn’t followed. What he had deftly written off as paranoia was real. The conspiracy he had uncovered in the little town was taking over his life, spreading like wildfire on parched timber. 

 Payton's anger welled up, then burst forth like a torrent of water from a stricken dam. He threw the stack of mail across the room where it hit the wall, envelopes fluttering like fall leaves to the ground. He had to get hold of himself, figure out what the alternatives were, and then come up with a course of action. 

 All right, Payton thought. So what if they were watching him. Old man Wingate had no idea what they knew. 

 Then it dawned on him–he was still in the dark. He didn’t know who the target was or where the murder was going to take place. He couldn’t tie Wingate to the stranger he saw in Pine Lake’s café. He had his suspicions, but that’s all they were, and suspicions won’t stand up in a court of law. Desperately, Payton needed a strategy that would be effective against Wingate’s far reaching power base. 

 Payton rummaged through his desk drawer, shifting letters, notes, and the like out of his way until he spied the passport. Payton took the passport and placed it safely in his shirt pocket, then buttoned the flap.

 Finally he turned off his desk lamp and put on his jacket. He might as well go back to the farm. He was leaving the office, lost in thought, when he walked into the building’s maintenance manager. Built like a fire-plug, Pike had been with the building since well before Payton had signed the lease.

 “Good morning, Mr. Payton. Haven’t seen you here recently.” Although Al Pike made the statement sound as if it were simply an observation, in reality it was a question that required some sort of answer. 

 “Hi, Al. How are you doing?” Payton asked, sidestepping Pike’s question, and hoping that Pike’s penchant for conversation didn’t consume the rest of the day. 

 “Pretty good, Mr. Payton.” Pike ran his hands through his normally rumpled hair. “The wife’s bursitis has been acting up again. Makes her damned cranky. But other than that, I’m doin’ okay. Your phones working better now?”

 Payton didn’t know that his phones hadn’t been working, much less whether or not they were any better. “What do you mean? As far as I know, they’re fine.”

 Al Pike shrugged. “Two men from the telephone company were in the other day. Said you were havin’ problems with the phones and called for service. I told ‘em you’d been closed for a couple of weeks. Told me if they couldn’t get in, they wouldn’t be able to get back here to fix them for several weeks.” Pike paused, then added, “Figured I’d do you a favor and let ‘em in.”

 “How long were they here?” Payton asked tersely. 

 “About three quarters of an hour. Something wrong? Wasn’t I supposed to let them in? They said they was telephone repairmen,” Pike said defensively. “Hell, they even looked like ‘em. Had the tool belt, phones, everything.”

 “No, Al. You didn’t do anything wrong. For a minute, I forgot that I had called. That’s all.” 

 It wasn’t, and Payton knew it. There hadn’t been any problem with the phones, and he had never called for service. Wingate’s people. They were probably going to break into the offices, but when Al Pike ran into them, it was easier to sweet talk him into letting them in. 

 They couldn’t tell the maintenance supervisor that the phones in the building had a problem, because he would have known about it. Instead, they told him the phones in Payton's office were on the blink. Someone had bugged his office lines, as well as the one at the condo. Had Payton not walked into Al Pike, he never would have known that Wingate was no longer sitting idly by keeping a casual eye on him. The stakes on whatever game they were playing had just been raised. 

 “Oh, my God. I almost forgot one of the things I came for,” Payton confessed. “Al, I hope your wife’s bursitis gets better,” Payton said as he unlocked his office door. 

 “Oh and Al. . . ” Payton said, stopping before he went back in.

 “Yes, Mr. Payton.”

 “Don’t worry about the telephone repairmen. Like I said, everything’s fine.” Payton went back into the office. He walked through the reception area and back into his private office. Careful not to make any unnecessary noise, he proceeded to unlock his closet door. 

 When he first took over the office suite, he found that the previous tenant had abandoned an old Mosler steel safe that was worth less than it would have cost to move it. The previous tenant had considerately left the combination to the old vault taped to its top. 

 After a few tries, Payton had learned how to manipulate the lock so that he could open the clunker on the first try. Over the years, he used the Mosler to store important papers and records. Payton dialed the combination, careful not to miss any of the numbers. After rotating the dial to the last number, Payton drew the steel-locking lever down. The locking bars retracted, and Payton pulled the door open.

 After rummaging through several envelopes, Payton finally found the one he was looking for. He took the envelope over to his desk and sliced it open with his letter opener. 

 Payton withdrew a stack of hundred dollar bills. One of his clients, a man who never trusted banks, had kept the money at home. He was more than willing to forgo earning interest in exchange for round-the-clock access to his savings. After his client died, Payton found that he had been named executor of the estate. The cash was part of the estate’s assets. Its distribution to the heirs with the rest of the proceeds from the sale of his client’s assets was still pending. 

 Payton counted the money–fifteen thousand dollars. He noted the amount on the outside the envelope, then stuffed the bills into his pants pocket. Then he replaced the envelope and locked the safe. 

 After checking to see that he had everything, Payton left the office and headed back to the garage. He backed out of his parking place and drove up the ramp onto the street. A few minutes later, he was back on the Jones Falls Expressway headed out of town.

 As he wheeled the car through the downtown traffic, Payton reflected on the happenings of the past few days. Whatever was going down, it was definitely a big time operation. Wingate was spending millions to have this person killed, which meant that tens of millions, if not billions, of dollars were at stake. Whatever Wingate’s intended victim was doing, it obviously put the financier’s business empire in jeopardy. But why kill Grover Albright? That didn’t make any sense.

 In spite of the pieces he had put together so far, Payton was without the proof he needed to go to the authorities. In his obscurity he, and therefore Janet, had been safe–or so he thought. The events of the past few days had shattered any idea he had that Wingate wasn’t on to them. 

 How Wingate had found out that Payton had taken an unwanted interest in him, he didn’t know. Besides, it didn’t make any difference. He’d been caught sticking his nose where it wasn’t wanted into matters that did not concern him. And Charles Wingate was not about to let bygones be bygones. They were in imminent danger.

 His ruminations brought him back to his current, and most pressing problem: if they had bugged his Baltimore office, then the house wasn’t safe either. Depending upon when they did it, they either knew very little or a hell of a lot about what Payton's plans were. He had to find out for sure.


. . . . . .

 When he got back to the farm, Payton parked the car in the garage and went inside. He found Janet still at work on the computer. Before she could utter a word, Payton placed his index finger across his lips. Then he motioned her outside. 

 Taking Janet by the arm, they walked toward the pasture. Payton didn’t say a word until they were far enough from the house for their conversation not to be overheard. “We’ve got problems. One of Wingate’s men tailed me all the way to Baltimore.”

 Before he could tell her the rest, Janet cut in. “Maybe it’s a coincidence. I’m sure Wingate’s got business in Baltimore. After all, it’s the closest large city,” she said, seemingly trying to convince herself more than Payton.

 “There’s more. When I was leaving the office, I ran into the building’s maintenance supervisor. He told me the telephone company had been in to work on my phones. The only problem is I never called for phone service. They had to be Wingate’s people.”

 “Maybe it was the telephone company. They might have mixed up your name with someone else’s. That’s probably what happened. It’s nothing.”

 “I don’t believe the phone company screwed up. Wingate’s people know we’re on to them and they’re taking precautions.”

 “Precautions?” Janet asked, suddenly flustered.

 Payton wanted to sugar coat the final bit of news, but words failed him. “Janet, I’m sure Wingate had my office phones bugged. I think the phones here may also have been tapped.”

 Payton saw the panic on Janet’s face as the gravity of their situation sank in. 

 “What are we going to do?”

 “First, we’re going to check out the phones,” Payton said. “Come on. I’ll need your help. Just don’t say anything until we’re sure–one way or the other.” 

 Unfortunately, Payton had no idea how to determine whether the house was bugged other than what he’d seen on television. But he did know that you didn’t go tearing things apart if you suspected that someone was listening to your every move. 

 He needed something to drown out any noise he might make. Payton's eyes descended on an old AM-FM radio. Flipping it on, he adjusted the volume. Ted’s aunt’s taste had been for country music, and Payton wondered what Wingate’s listeners would think when they heard the strains of Kenny Rogers. He cranked the volume up louder. 

 Step two, where to begin? The telephone instruments were the obvious starting point. Anyone wanting to keep close tabs on someone else would invariably tap the phones. They went out back and walked around the outside the house until Payton found where the electric service entered the house. Beneath the wires by a good three feet was another cable–the telephone line. 

 “There’s the phone line,” Payton said. “It looks as if they go through the foundation and into the basement.” 

 With Janet in tow, he went back inside and down the cellar steps and over to the window near where he had seen the wires. He found the phone cable, and then followed it over to a black phenolic terminal strip. 

 From what appeared to be twenty distinct wires, two were in use. Each wire terminated to a screw connector on the strip. A second, multi-conductor cable consisting of several color-coded wires went from the strip and snaked its way up the wall and into the overhead. The bundle of wires had to be the ones that ran throughout the house. Carefully, he checked the strip, but found nothing to arouse his suspicions. 

 In a whisper, Payton said, “Everything seems normal here.” Janet nodded.

 Payton turned off the basement lights and went back upstairs. 

 When he got to the kitchen phone, he whispered again. “Hold down the hook switch. There’s no sense in alerting Wingate’s people to the fact that we’ve become suspicious, and a phone off the hook will definitely raise a flag.”

 The phone went silent. Then he unscrewed the cover from the mouthpiece. Payton shook the phone until the microphone element fell out into his hand.

 He knew that he was no expert on the internal workings of the modern phone, and the only way that he was going to spot a bug would be if it stood out from the rest of the phone’s innards. The element looked normal–no suspicious devices wired to the microphone. Putting the microphone aside, he checked the rest of the receiver. It looked clean. Payton reassembled the mouthpiece then performed the same inspection on the earphone. Nothing there either. Strike two.

 Janet tugged at his sleeve. “Maybe they only got your office phones.”

 “I doubt it,” Steve replied.

 There were only two phones in the house: the kitchen phone and the extension in the bedroom Janet had been using. Payton walked up the steps and into the room. Just as he had done before, he turned the radio on the nightstand on. 

 Once he was satisfied with the impromptu concert he was giving to any surreptitious listeners, he unplugged the telephone from the modular jack and began removing the mouthpiece. As was the case with the kitchen phone, Payton found nothing out of the ordinary. 

 “See, I told you,” Janet said. Her voice had regained some of its assuredness.

 Payton shrugged, and then began reassembling the phone. When he was done, he plugged it back into the wall, and started out of the room. At the doorway he stopped, and looked around again. For some reason his sixth sense, the one that always stopped him before he made a fool out of himself in court, caused him to pause. His gaze fell on the wall jack. It would be almost as easy to bug the phones at the jack as in the telephone.

 “Wait here,” he whispered in Janet’s ear.

 Payton went back downstairs and out to the car. He opened the trunk and took out a small slotted-head screwdriver from his duffel bag. Then he returned to the bedroom and removed the small screw holding the jack’s faceplate to the wall. With that done, he detached the two retaining screws holding the jack to the wall. 

 All the while, Janet stood behind him, watching intently as he disassembled the telephone jack. Finally, Payton eased the jack with its cluster of wires from the wall. With the jack clear, Payton rotated it gently. He wanted to be careful that he didn’t twist or break the thin wires that went from the back of the module into the wall.

 In addition to the telephone wires, there was something else attached to the jack–something alien. It was a small black module, approximately two inches in length by an inch in width and a half inch in height. Two wires emerged from the black resin, and were connected across the same terminals as the telephone. A chill ran down Payton's spine. 

 Payton looked over his shoulder. Janet’s eyes grew wide. Payton saw the panic on Janet’s face as the gravity of their situation sank in. The thin veil of anonymity that they had relied on for protection had been stripped away.

 Careful not to change any connections or the manner in which the jack fastened to the wall, Payton reassembled the unit. 

 As he finished replacing the last of the screws, Payton's hands began to shake. Payton motioned for Janet to follow, then walked down the stairs and out the kitchen door.

 As soon as they were yards from the house, Steve asked, “What do you think?”

 Janet shook her head. “Ever hear of an infinity bug?”

 Somewhere he had read about a tap called the infinity bug. “Doesn’t it allow the user to monitor telephone conversations as well as pick up anything said in the room?”

 Janet nodded. “Unless I miss my guess, that’s what’s in the wall outlet. All Wingate would have to do would be to call the house, and before the telephone rang, send a special tone across the telephone lines. The tone would signal the tapped phone, preventing it from ringing. At the same time, the caller could listen in on any conversation taking place within twenty feet of the tapped phone.” 

 “Did you use the phone today?”

 “Oh, God. I called about the Shangri-La this morning!” 

 “Calm down. I’m not sure it makes any difference. If you’re right about the bug, then Wingate’s been privy to everything we’ve said in the damned bedroom!

 Janet grimaced, her hands clenched tightly. “Damn it, Steve! Every word that we said to each other each time that we made love is sitting on Wingate’s tape recorder. Entertainment for some pervert.” Janet looked aghast.

 “True, but that’s not our most serious problem. What we said or didn’t say in bed may be embarrassing, but it’s not dangerous. We’ve got to assume that everything we said about Wingate planning a murder, Shangri La, the money, the date, everything may have been taped,” he said bleakly.

 “May have. . . what do you mean?” 


 “Depending when Wingate’s people planted the bug, he may or may not know the extent of our interest.”


 “You mean if the bug’s recent, he may not have heard us talk about the murder plot?” Janet asked hopefully.


 “Up until this morning when you checked on the Shangri La. Once he hears that you spent the morning calling all over the place, trying to find out about the Shangri La, that’ll be it. He’d have to be an idiot not to tie your calls and his plans together.”

 Janet’s worst fears had suddenly come to life, growing in front of her eyes like some horrible monster. “What are we going to do?”

 “We’re getting out of here. I’ve got to meet Mark in London next week. We’re clearing out as fast as we can.” 


 “How are we going to accomplish that without getting spotted? They’ll be watching us.”


 “Oh, they’re watching the farm, but I expect they’ll only have one car keeping an eye on things.”


 “Only one?”


 “Because Wingate’s people will rely on the bugs to alert them to any thing we’re planning. As far as they know, we’re unaware of the bugs. I think it’s time we dish out what the professional intelligence people call disinformation.” A rudimentary plan began to take shape in his mind.

 “First, we won’t signal our move at all. To our eavesdroppers, it’ll seem like a typical night. We’ll have dinner and do everything we normally do. Sometime before dawn, the men watching the house are going to get real tired. Most likely, only one of them is going to be awake. That’s when we’ll make our move. You’ll take the Jag.” explained Payton.

 “I’ll use the pickup. You’ll only be able to use the parking lights until you get to the road. I’ll follow your tail-lights up the driveway, but I’ll wait until you pull out. When you get to the end of the driveway, tap the brakes twice. That’ll alert me that you’re ready to go. 

 Don’t wait too long once you get there. The guys watching us will most likely be slow in reacting, but that doesn’t mean that we can take any chances. They should be more than a little surprised when, they suddenly see the Jaguar pull out onto the road. Unless they’re on their toes, they’ll panic when they realize what’s going on. You’ll have to try to put as much distance between you and them as you can. The car’s fast and even if worse comes to worse, you can outrun them.”

 Payton was still piecing his plans together as he went along. “When they come after you, I’ll cut them off. Once I’ve taken care of them, I’ll meet you at the phone booth, the one at the I83 ramp.”

 “Wait a minute...” Janet said interrupting him. “That’s too dangerous. Isn’t there another way–something else we could do?”


 “We don’t have a choice.” Payton wanted to shift Janet’s attention away from using the pickup as a diversion.


 “What happens after you run them off the road?” Janet asked, unwilling to be deterred so easily.


 “If Wingate’s men had orders to kill us, they would have done it by now. We’re sitting ducks here. They could drive in, shoot us, and leave. I’m counting on the fact that these guys won’t be watching for the pickup. If I’m wrong and something happens to me, go to the police. You won’t have any other options,” Payton replied emphatically.

 They sat quietly as the gravity of their situation sunk in. 








CHAPTER 21

 




October 18th

 John Grant had taken a seat in the corner of the restaurant facing the door. His selection of the table, and its relative position with respect to the rest of the place, was automatic. Or if not automatic, then at least instinctive. 

 He had to sit in the corner where he knew his back was covered, and where he had a commanding view of the entrance. It wasn’t that Grant thought that he was in any kind of danger. He wasn’t. But over the years, he had learned never to let his guard down. An error now portended increased carelessness, which was something he couldn’t afford. At first he had to make a point to pay particular attention to the little details that could make the difference in his survival. Later they became second nature, like brushing your teeth or walking the dog. 

 Grant’s reflections were interrupted as CNN flashed the breaking news across the black and white television in the far corner of the room. “The President will be leaving this afternoon for Camp David to work on his revised economic plan. To date, President Varrick has managed to keep a tight lid on the new program. Speculation abounds throughout the Capital as to what radical changes and new legislation the President has in mind.”

 As the reporter went on, John Grant finished breakfast and walked out to his car. A few minutes later he was on I70, heading west. Grant followed the same route to the Catoctin National Forest he had taken the last time. When he got off the multilane highway near Frederick, he stopped at the western Maryland town’s largest shopping center. He went into the grocery store, and picked up enough staples to last him three days in the woods. 

 When he got back to the Jeep, Grant removed a Forestry Service map from his knapsack. The map pinpointed every fire watchtower in Catoctin National Forest, including the one he had recently found. 

 He checked the route to the tower one more time. Then he folded the map, placed it into the waterproof nylon map case, and got back into the Jeep. He continued up Maryland Route 15 toward Thurmont, but this time didn’t get off at the east-west Route 77. Instead, he followed Route 15 north about three quarters of a mile and exited onto Route 550, skirting the northern edge of the national forest. 

 He had charted his route twice before. When he got to the road that led to the derelict motel, he eased off onto the shoulder and stopped the car. The old driveway was a mosaic of cracks, clumps of grass, and loose stones. 

 It led back to an abandoned motel that hadn’t seen any visitors for years except possibly some amorous local teenagers. A substantial chain, bolted to a concrete-filled steel pipe set into the ground and moored to a concrete pad, provided a modicum of security. The other end of the chain fastened to a metal ring welded to a second steel post at the far side of the drive. 

 During his last trip, Grant had taken the time to hacksaw off the original lock and replace it with a duplicate manufactured by the same company. If anyone had ventured upon the site before Grant’s return trip, they would think that their key simply didn’t work. On the other hand, if Grant returned to find that his key didn’t open the lock, he’d know the road wasn’t secure. 

 Grant’s key worked, and the lock opened with a snap. He dropped the chain, and then drove the Jeep through the entrance. Before driving to the spot where he’d leave the car, he re secured the chain and lock. 

 After making sure that the car was far enough off the road for it not to be noticed, he opened the tailgate and began to sort out his equipment. His knapsack contained all the basics he’d need on the trail, including a basic first aid kit, candle, fire starters, waterproof matches, nylon cord, a single edged razor blade, dextrose cubes, energy bars, salt packets, hunting knife, compass, and flashlight. He also carried a camouflage PVC poncho for use on the trail, and a canteen. 

 A down sleeping bag would shelter him during the cold nights. Grant had checked the weekend weather forecast, and the next few days were supposed to be sunny, the nights clear and cold. He removed the food that he’d recently bought, packing it into the remaining space in his pack. It was all edible right from the can, and Grant wasn’t planning any fires. 

 His supplies taken care of, he removed his Docksiders along with his socks. In their place he pulled on a pair of olive drab boot socks over which he added his Timberland hiking boots. 

 Before putting on a heavy wool sweater, Grant strapped on his shoulder holster. The holster held his Smith & Wesson Model 469 nine-millimeter handgun, upside down with the grip angled near the front of his chest. 

 If he needed the gun, he had only to reach under the sweater and grab it. The leather snap released upon the application of any downward pressure, freeing the weapon. The Smith & Wesson held twelve rounds in the clip with a thirteenth in the chamber ready to go. 

 Grant didn’t expect any problems on his camping expedition, but he didn’t intend to be out in the field without a weapon. The commando style sweater was a little bulky but did an excellent job of concealing the handgun. 

 He pulled the sweater over his head, and checked the side-view mirror to make sure that the neckline covered the shoulder holster’s straps. Then he put on his down jacket and slipped his arms into the straps of his pack. Before closing the Jeep’s hatch, Grant clipped the canteen to his belt and put his binocular strap over his head. With everything secure, he headed toward the park. 

 When he reached the road, Grant looked to see if he could make out the Jeep amongst the trees. From where he stood, the car was nearly invisible. Before crossing 550, he checked for traffic. Since he was carrying a pack and sleeping bag into a park that didn’t allow overnight camping, Grant didn’t want to be seen. When he was certain no cars were coming from either direction, he crossed the road and entered the park. 

 Once into the trees, Grant headed toward his objective, the fire watchtower. He knew that a dirt road led to the tower, and it was the tower and the road that he wanted to observe. Grant needed to know how frequently the road was used and by whom. There was no rush to get to the tower, and Grant decided that it was better to take things slowly and not chance being seen. That meant he had to avoid the park’s hiking trails. Staying in the thickets and off the trails would slow him down.

 Fortunately, when he got to the tower, there were no vehicles in sight. Using his binoculars, he scanned the tower, looking for signs that anyone was in the cabin. The absence of any cars most likely meant that no one was at home–at least for the time being. 

 Grant pulled back from the edge of the road, and dropped his gear next to a copse of trees. From the pack, he removed his notepad, a small battery-powered radio scanner, and the earphone that would allow him to monitor the scanner without taking any chance of being overheard. Grant inserted the earphone jack into the unit then he made his way back to the edge of the forest, closer to the fire road, where he sat down, his back against a large oak tree. The birds chirped–everything was peaceful and quiet. He had preset the scanner to the ten specific frequencies, each in the range of 164.650 to 169.920 Megahertz, given to Grant by his contact. He set the unit on scan mode, extended its whip antenna, and rested the scanner in his lap. 

 The Secret Service had switched over to voice privacy equipment a few years ago, but their methods weren’t ultra secure. It was there primarily to keep any hacker with access to a Radio Shack store from eavesdropping on their communications. Grant’s special scanner had customized circuitry that decoded the voice messages he was listening for. There was nothing more to do but wait. 

 The daylight dwindled slowly as Grant sat patiently against the tree. Fall in the Catoctin Mountains came earlier than it did in Baltimore, resulting in cooler temperatures. The evening air chilled Grant, a sign of a colder than normal night. The scanner crackled with occasional static, but not the signals he was waiting to hear. 

 Just before nightfall, a nondescript Ford station wagon came down the road. Two men dressed in hiking garb got out of the car and began the climb to the top of the fire tower. Through his binoculars, Grant saw that each man had a small flesh colored earphone in his left ear. The men walked along the top of the tower and checked the lock on the door to the cabin. Satisfied that everything was secure, one of the men pressed a push to talk button on the portable transceiver clipped to his belt. As he did, Grant’s scanner froze on one of the preprogrammed frequencies. 

 “Cactus, this is Champion One. Tower’s secure. We’re heading back.” 

 Grant checked the liquid crystal display on the front of the scanner, and marked down the frequency. He also made a record of the time and day the men had checked out the tower. Then he watched as the two Secret Service agents came down the steps, returned to their car, and drove back up the road. Once they were out of sight, Grant turned off the scanner and returned to where he had left his pack. 

 After a dinner of a sandwich, some potato chips, and water, he unpacked the sleeping bag and tried to get some sleep. He knew the target’s security people would check the tower several times throughout the next day or two, and wanted to be certain he knew when, and how long it was between checks. He dozed lightly, confident that his jungle honed senses would wake him if anyone returned. 

 About six the next morning, another car came down the fire road. Just as before, two men went up the steps and verified that no unwanted visitors had been there between inspections. Unlike the other team, these two unlocked the door to the cabin and went inside. Grant had already turned on the scanner, anticipating the exchange of call signs. 

 “Cactus, this is Champion Two. We’re in position. Site is secure.” Grant also picked up the transmission from Cactus acknowledging receipt of the tower’s message. 

 From where Grant hunched concealed close to the base of the tower, it was virtually impossible to see the cabin or what the men inside were doing. Likewise the autumn hued canopy and the angle from the top of the tower guaranteed his concealment from the men who watched from the top of the fire station. Every hour they made another radio transmission to Cactus. The security team at the tower identified themselves, and sent out an “everything’s secure” message, which Cactus promptly acknowledged. The target’s security had to be top-notch, and to accomplish that level of security meant Secret Service agents would constantly man the tower when the President was at Camp David. 

 About mid afternoon, Grant’s scanner picked up another message. “Champion Two, this is Champion One.” When the tower acknowledged the message, Champion One went on, “Relief’s on the way. ETA is ten minutes. Champion One clear.”

 The process of full-time area surveillance and relief teams went on at four hour intervals during the balance of the next day and a half. He was operating as he had in Vietnam when his team was in enemy territory–obtaining necessary intelligence while maximizing concealment. 

 Sunday afternoon at four o’clock, Grant’s scanner came alive again. “Cactus, this is Nighthawk. We’re on the final leg of our approach.” Cactus responded, “Nighthawk, this is Cactus. You are cleared to land.” Grant glanced at his watch. 

 At five o’clock Grant picked up another message on the scanner. “Signature, this is Cactus. You are cleared for takeoff. Have a good day.” Call sign Signature acknowledged the message, which Grant diaried with the others in his notebook. 

 A few minutes later, the men who had taken over for Champion One at the tower radioed in. “Cactus, this is Champion Three. We’re coming in now.” Cactus acknowledged their message. Less than five minutes later, the team came down the tower’s steps and left the site. Grant now had the information he needed to complete his mission’s planning.

 He packed the sleeping bag, and then policed the site again. Satisfied that he had everything he had brought with him, he took a small branch that had fallen off one of the trees, and swept the area near the roadside as well as his campsite. When he finished, there were no traces that anyone had been there. 

 As he walked back to the abandoned driveway his mind raced, organizing the myriad of facts and details that would ultimately ensure his mission’s success. 








CHAPTER 22

 




 The day seemed to drag on forever. Payton puttered around, trying to make sure everything was ready for their getaway, while seemingly keeping the appearance of a normal weekend. He had already been out to the barn twice–once to check the Jag and a second time to make certain that the pickup was ready to go. He verified that the oil and antifreeze in both were topped off. He even made himself a list of things to do before they left the farm. In spite of his detailed preparations, the gut feeling that he’d overlooked something important stayed with him. He had gone over his plans again and again. They were bulletproof. Now he wanted to get on with it. Although Janet tried to hide her anxiety, she was clearly on edge. 

 Earlier, Payton had carefully checked out the barn, although he didn’t figure that Wingate’s men would have bothered bugging it. Besides, there were no phones to tap, making a bug harder to conceal. 

 Most of the evening they had communicated by writing cryptic notes. Up to this point, that had worked fine. Payton got up and turned on the television, adjusting the volume louder than normal. He walked over to where Janet was standing and whispered in her ear. “You packed yet?”

 Janet nodded.

 He leaned over until his lips brushed her ear. “Good. My stuff’s already in the barn.”

 The rest of the evening the two of them watched television, bantering back and forth under the assumption that others were listening to everything they said. Around nine, Payton popped a couple of Tylenols. Minutes later, the butterflies in his stomach were playing badminton with them. 

 Around midnight, they called it a night and went to bed. Neither of them slept. Janet remained introspective, lost in her thoughts, while Steve’s eyes remained glued to the digital display on the front of the clock radio. 

 Just before three, Payton tapped Janet lightly on the shoulder unsure if she was asleep. Aware of the bug, he was careful not to scare her. Like Payton, she couldn’t sleep either. Janet got up, and quietly left the room. Before she had gone to bed, Janet had taken the clothes that she planned to wear down into the living room. She would dress there, keeping the second floor as quiet as possible. 

 Payton had been walking around behind her since 3 A.M., careful not to make any sound their watchers might overhear. “Give me your stuff, and we’ll get out of here.” 

 He took her suitcase along with the case of computer equipment and placed them in the trunk. “We’ll buy whatever else we need.”

 It was the last minute details that would make or break his plan. Payton chuckled at the irony. A plan, yes a plan. Payton's new definition was knowing what he was going to do next-not three steps later or four, but what he had to do right now to save their lives. 

 When Payton prepared a case for trial, he mapped out every possibility. If the other side could request a delay, Payton had an answer in mind that would be the basis of his response to their motion. If there were case law precedents, Payton had them all synopsized and ready to go. If he needed to locate witnesses or take depositions, he handled those tasks deftly. In short, he planned out his whole case from the first step to the last. 

 Now he faced his biggest challenge, and he wasn’t close to being prepared. He didn’t have any idea how they were going to get safely out of the country. Worse, he didn’t know for how long he’d be able to keep the tentacles of the Wingate organization from wrapping themselves around the both of them. 

 Over the course of the evening, the fall wind had grown stronger. Now, early in the morning, it whistled through the rafters, creating an eerie noise. 

 “What’s left?”

 “Nothing that I can think of except giving you a quick run down on the car,” Steve said, guiding Janet over to the Jaguar.

 “Shush. I think I heard something... or someone.” Stone froze where he was, terrified that Wingate’s men were on to them. “Sounded like someone moving near the house.” He snuffed out the flashlight.

 “I’m going to check it out. Just stay here and whatever you do, don’t turn on any lights. I’ll be back in minute,” He said confidently, hoping to mask his fear.

 Stone opened the barn door just enough to ease through it sideways and slowly stepped out of the barn and into the enveloping darkness. If one of Wingate’s henchmen were lurking in the shadows, at least the man’s attention would be focussed on the house and not the barn  he hoped.

 From where he stood, the house was shrouded in darkness. Stone gazed into the shadows enveloping the house. Unsure whether the noises he heard were real or figments of his imagination, he advanced slowly toward the house, all the while thankful that there wasn’t a full moon. At first, he was certain that someone was out there, sneaking around the farm house. Stone’s imagination began to run wild. Maybe somehow they screwed up, said something they shouldn’t have, or let on in some way that things weren’t what they seemed. 

 Stone’s eye picked up the movement of the shadow across the wall, seemingly from one window to the next. He had to figure out what he’d do if someone was really there. The only weapon he had was the flashlight still clutched in his hand  hardly sufficient protection against a gun or knife. The beating of Stone’s heart seemed loud enough to warn off the intruder. As he moved closer, Stone realized that if he were spotted, there were no trees or bushes to hide behind. Stone’s success or failure was totally dependent upon being able to sneak up on the man before the latter saw him approaching. And that assumed that there was only one man.

 From over near the house, Stone heard a scraping noise  apparently the intruder casing the place. He moved in closer, still unable to get a good view of what he was up against. From the appearance of the shadows and the noise coming from the side of the house, he decided that he was most likely facing only one person. A rudimentary plan began to formulate in Stone’s mind. He’d get as close as he could to where he knew the intruder to be, make a loud noise and shine the flashlight in the man’s eyes. Once he blinded him, Stone figured he could charge the intruder. Hopefully the element of surprise would be on Stone’s side.

 From his rear, Stone heard a sound. He whirled, ready to flick the flashlight on and illuminate whatever or whoever it was behind him. Then there was silence. Stone’s mind was busily processing data. If there were two men, they’d both be watching the house. Any noise behind him had to be coming from the barn or near it, and that ruled out Wingate’s people.

 Finally he got as close as he dared. Hands shaking, Stone pointed the flashlight toward the side wall and flipped the switch to its ‘on’ position. A cone of light shot from the flashlight and lit up the area from which he saw the shadows. But there was no one there. Stone moved the beam up and down, finding only a tree limb blowing in the wind and occasionally scraping the side of the house. He started to laugh, but realized that he was standing outside with a flashlight in his hand, most likely in line of sight of the stake-out car. Quickly, he extinguished the light. Shaking his head, he walked back to the barn.

 As soon as he reached the barn door, Stone whispered, “Janet, it’s me. Everything’s okay.” Now that she knew who was coming through the door, Stone entered the barn.

 “What was it?”


 “Nothing  just a tree limb hitting up against the house. Let’s get going.”


 “I was scared to death. When you heard something out there, I was sure Wingate was on to us.”


 “Me too. Thank god it was just a false alarm,” Stone said guiding Janet over to the driver’s side of the car.


 “The headlight switch is the round one on the left side of the dash. Turning it up to the first position turns on the parking lights. The next is the headlights. Remember, keep the headlights off until you’re on the road,” Steve said praying that the men in the surveillance car wouldn’t spot the Jag’s parking lights.

 Janet and Payton stood outside the car. There wasn’t anything else to say. “Be careful, but whatever you do, don’t panic. I’ll keep them from coming after you. Remember you have enough horsepower to outrun anything in Pine Lakes. As long as the road behind you is dark, everything’s fine.”

 Janet threw her arms around Payton. “But what about you?” she asked, worried that Steve was trading his safety for hers. 

 “I’ll be okay.” He hoped that he was right. “We’d better get going. When you get to the end of the drive and are ready to go, tap your brakes twice,” he reminded her.

 Payton kissed her with an urgency that told her that they needed to get going. Janet slid into the driver’s seat, and then turned on the ignition. The Jaguar’s engine came to life, and in a few seconds the idle decreased as it settled into its usual purr. 

 With Payton in the pickup behind her, she left the barn using only the parking lights to make her way up the drive. Although the trip took only seconds, to Payton it seemed like hours until Janet stopped at the end of the driveway. Behind her, Payton saw the car perched in the shadows cast by the trees. The surveillance team must have had a small map light on, since he could just about make out the shapes of two men, both sitting in the front seat of the surveillance car.

 Janet tapped the brake pedal twice, and then turned on the high beams. Payton watched the scramble inside the surveillance car. It took Wingate’s men a good ten seconds to wake up to what was happening, get the car started and the lights on, and begin their pursuit of the fleeing Jaguar. 

 As he waited for the other car to approach the intersection, his right foot pressed the accelerator halfway to the floor, while his left controlled the clutch. Payton's leg quivered, half from the anticipation of finally striking a blow against Wingate, half from nerves. When the car got within fifty feet of where he sat waiting, Payton popped the clutch and flipped on the headlights. 

 The pickup’s wheels sprayed stones and loose gravel. For a moment, Payton thought that the other car would make it past the driveway before he could get out onto the main road, but then the truck’s rear tires got traction, and it lurched out of the driveway. Payton had timed his entrance perfectly, pulling out into the road only a second or two before the sedan crossed the intersection. 

 The driver of the surveillance car, unaware of Payton's presence, caught only a glimpse of the pickup truck now targeting his right fender. Payton switched his high beams on, flooding the road with light. Blinded and desperate to avoid the impending collision, Wingate’s man swung the steering wheel hard to the left sending the car careening out of control. 

 The road’s shoulder was only a few feet wide, not nearly enough to allow the driver room to steer around the pickup. To his misfortune, the driver also didn’t see the drainage ditch that ran alongside the road. It would be his last mistake for the night. The car’s front wheels, unable to traverse the ditch, pitched the nose of the car down, driving it into the side of the hill. With one front tire blown and the steering arms bent, the chase was over. 

 Payton, in spite of his attempt at ramming the chase car, managed to maintain control of the truck. Satisfied that Wingate’s men wouldn’t be following Janet, he continued toward the interstate. 

 When he reached the road near the exit ramp, Payton pulled the pickup truck off into the bushes. As he emerged from the underbrush, Janet flashed the high beams.

 “Thank God you’re all right,” she said as she got out of the car. “I was so afraid.” Janet threw her arms around him, and pulled him tightly to her. Instead of being serious, Steve’s face formed a smirk.

 “There are a couple of real pissed off guys back there,” Steve said, gesturing toward the farm. “It seems that they just became one with the local scenery. Come on, let’s get the hell out of here. One problem down, the next to go.”

 “Which is?” Janet asked.

 “Figuring out how we’re going to get to London. No doubt Wingate’s people are already watching the local airports, so that leaves Baltimore Washington International, Dulles, and Washington National out. Have any ideas?”

 Janet’s face appeared drawn, both from the tension that had permeated their relationship over the past few weeks, and the danger they now found themselves in. “We could drive to Philadelphia, but Wingate’s probably looking for us there. It’s a logical choice.”

 “Maybe something closer where we can catch a flight to one of the larger international hubs such as New York or Boston?” 

 “We could try a commuter flight from Harrisburg to New York, then connect to London. We’re within two hours of Harrisburg, and I think the commuter flights are pretty frequent.”

 “All right, we’ll give it a shot. The European flights leave in the early evening, and I want to be on the next one over, which means tonight’s flight. We’d better get moving or we’ll miss it.”


. . . . . .

 Halfway to Harrisburg, he stopped for gas. While the attendant filled the tank, Payton found the station’s pay telephone and made reservations for the two of them on the evening flight to London’s Heathrow Airport. 

 The airline would be checking their passports before boarding, forcing Payton to book their reservations under his name. He was counting on the fact that Wingate’s people would only be watching the local airports. 

 When he got back to the car Janet asked, “Who did you call?”


 “The airlines.”


 “Did you book the entire trip from Harrisburg?”


 “No, only the international leg. We’ll pay cash for the commuter tickets. They don’t take reservations anyway. That should give Wingate and his cronies something to think about.”

 All the way to Harrisburg, Payton kept a wary eye on the rearview mirror. If anyone was following them, he couldn’t pick out the tail. 

 He desperately wanted to believe that if he couldn’t see them, they weren’t there. But Payton already knew that just because he didn’t see them didn’t mean a damned thing. Wingate’s men could be sitting two cars behind him. He hoped that his decision to withdraw from the scene of battle would throw his pursuers off their tracks–at least for a while.

 When they got to the airport, they barely had time to park the car and pay for their tickets when the public address system announced the departure of the next commuter flight to New York. They had only carry-on baggage, which they carried with them as they rushed down the hall to the departure gate. They were the last to board before the cabin attendant secured the doors. 

 Their flight up to Kennedy was smooth and fast, but the noise from the De Havilland DHC Dash 8 twin turboprop engines made it impossible for Payton and Janet to talk. Instead, Payton used the forty minutes of flight time plotting out their next set of moves. 

 No matter how well he thought he’d done so far, Payton realized that he was playing someone else’s game. Worse, the opposition was a bunch of professionals. Payton was sorely outclassed. If Wingate threw out a big enough net, it wouldn’t take long for his people to locate them even in London. An accident can happen as easily in merry old England as in Pine Lakes. Payton found his thoughts unsettling, but no more so than sitting around Pine Lakes waiting for Wingate to drop the ax. 

 Besides, the clock was running. He only had two short weeks to fill in all the gaps before it would be too late–probably not enough time to put a lasting crimp into Wingate’s plans. Then there was the issue of Grover Albright’s death, and their meeting with Mark Albright. As usual, Payton had too many things on his plate.

 Right on schedule, the pilot announced their descent for landing into Kennedy. Payton glanced over in Janet’s direction. From the look on her face, she must have been watching him as he silently reviewed their options. Payton gave her his best smile. The confidence he exuded was, in reality, a thin façade.

 The commuter terminal at Kennedy was, of course, nowhere near the international departure terminal for their flight to London. They headed for the shuttle bus stop in the front of the terminal. Only a few minutes passed before the inter-terminal shuttle arrived at the bus stop. Within ten minutes they were standing in line for their tickets to London. 

 They bought the tickets, and checked what few bags they had through to London. 

 “We’ve got a few hours until boarding so we might as well try to keep out of sight. There’s no sense taking any chances.” 

 They located the Ambassador Club, Payton presented his card, and they went in to wait for their boarding call. Figuring that they’d have plenty of time to read on the flight, they found a couple of chairs, made themselves comfortable, and watched television. 

 The news was on, airing a story about the President's economic program. As part of the report, they showed a video clip of the President meeting with his advisors. Payton and Janet were shocked to see their immaculately dressed nemesis, considerately identified by CNN, seated at the table beside the President. 

 “So that’s what he looks like,” Payton said, his blood boiling. Steve’s grip on Janet’s hand tightened considerably and his face burned with anger as he watched Wingate. “This man thinks he’s so powerful that he can do anything he damned well pleases. He’s not going to get away with it, damn it, he’s not.” 

 When their flight was finally called for boarding, Payton and Janet left the Ambassador Club and cleared security. Less than half an hour later, they were ensconced in their first class seats. Their flight took off on schedule and for the first time in days, Payton relaxed. 

 Before takeoff, the stewardess had served the passengers their first of what was going to be many glasses of champagne. Payton finally decided he’d had enough, and pressed the button that allowed his seat back to recline. He plugged in the stereo headphones, found a classical music channel, and let his body unwind. 

 In Pine Lakes, others found their stress level on the rise as Parker and his people realized that Payton and Janet Phillips had indeed given them the slip.

 











CHAPTER 23

 



 Bill Parker didn’t know why, but he became angrier each passing minute the jetliner carrying Steven Payton and Janet Phillips moved further away from the United States. Wingate had directed him to keep a close tether on the Phillips woman and Payton. Instead, his men had lost them. To make matters worse, Payton and Phillips hadn’t resurfaced. 

 When Wingate had first decided to maintain surveillance on the couple, Parker had their man in Baltimore do a detailed biography on the lawyer. There was nothing in the report that even hinted that Payton had the talent to lose a novice private eye, much less a trained surveillance team. He had never worked for any intelligence agency, and had never been a cop. Nonetheless, he had somehow managed to shake the tail Parker had put on him. One minute everything was fine and the next, puff, they were gone!

 Wingate’s security chief pondered his situation. It had finally gotten to the point where if you didn’t do the job yourself, it got all screwed up, and Parker didn’t like to fail. He didn’t fail when he was in Vietnam, and since his return he had never let old man Wingate down. 

 Now the whole mission was a walking, talking disaster. No word on the couple, and already he had two men out of commission. Earlier he had recalled the men stationed at Baltimore-Washington International Airport so that they could act as his liaison with the other field teams. 

 By now, if Payton and the Phillips woman had made it to BWI airport, they were long gone. It didn’t make any sense to leave his best team of operatives marking time halfway to Washington.

 None of his people had been given any reason why it was necessary to find Payton and Janet Phillips. They could do their jobs without an explanation. Each team member knew only what he needed to know to get the job done. 

 The government called this compartmentalization, and it worked. If a leak did occur, the damage to the overall operation was contained to the limited information known by the compromised person. No single individual could blow the entire operation.

 The two men recalled from the airport sat in Parker’s makeshift office waiting for their marching orders. “I want you guys to get on the network, and send out an encrypted message to all stations. Tell them we need the location of Payton and the girl ASAP. Make sure they understand that they’re not to interfere with them in any way–only report their current location, and then keep them under tight surveillance. And I don’t want our people spotted. Is that clear?” The men nodded their understanding and headed for the door.

 Parker knew he couldn’t take any chances with his instructions. An overeager security type could blow his entire operation. He knew how the old man handled problems within his organization, and Parker had no intention of meeting his maker soon.

 The security team had taken over a guesthouse already equipped with multiple phone lines, fax service, and provisioned for overnight and longer stays. Only the tables and chairs needed to support the computer systems now in use trying to track down the errant couple had been left in the living room. They were all on borrowed time, whether they knew it or not.


. . . . . .

 The Boeing 757 touched down on the runway and took up most of its length winding down its massive engines. As the plane slowed, the whine of its Pratt and Whitney JT9D engines diminished. When the engines shut down, everyone, as usual, rushed to get off the plane, filling the narrow aisles from the front all the way to rear. Payton motioned for Janet to remain seated.

 After most of the other passengers had disembarked, Payton rose and stepped into the aisle. They had checked through what few pieces of luggage they had, and were not carrying any other bags besides Janet’s purse. They got off the plane and began the hike toward the main terminal. 

 Payton had Janet clear immigration first. She watched as everyone stood behind a yellow line painted on the dark tile until the immigration officer motioned the passenger forward. When her turn came, the officer asked her the routine questions: why she was in England–vacation; how long she would be remaining in the country–a week or two; and if she knew where she’d be staying. Payton had told her to tell them the London Hilton. She did. The officer told her to enjoy her stay, then waved her through. 

 Payton followed, and they headed to the baggage-claim area. With their suitcases in tow, they handed their declarations to the customs agent under the sign of Nothing to Declare, and then left the terminal. 

 Out front, Payton hailed a taxi. As soon as their luggage was on board, and the doors closed, Payton said, “The Hilton at Park Lane, please.”

 Janet immediately started to question his instructions. Albright’s E mail message had been specific–they were to stay at the Hyde Park. Before she had a chance to say anything, Payton whispered, “I know.”

 Traffic was heavy going into the city, and the taxi crawled at a snail’s pace during most of the trip. All the way into London, Payton kept glancing out the back window. He figured that they had the jump on Wingate. But for how long was questionable.

 After nearly an hour, they pulled up to the front of the hotel. One of the two London hotels that share the marque, the Park Lane Hilton was tall, modern, and elegant–a favorite stop over for the Middle East sheiks and businessmen who want to spend their petro dollars in a world-class hotel. 

 Maybe the doorman was wide-awake and raring to go, but Payton wasn’t. He held on to their luggage. Used to dealing with foreigners, the doorman couldn’t understand why this man refused to allow him to take their things. It couldn’t be simply to save the cost of the tip. 

 Rebuffed, he headed over to another taxi to assist the Hilton’s more gracious guests with their luggage. Janet started to tell Payton that although he might be tired, that was no way to treat the doorman, when he beckoned her to follow him. Instead of proceeding inside, Payton headed down Park Lane toward Knightsbridge and the Kensington Road. 

 “Aren’t we supposed to stay at the Hyde Park?” Janet exclaimed as she struggled to keep up with him.

 “We are. But if Wingate’s people question the cab drivers, I don’t want to chance any of them remembering us and where we’re staying.”

 Janet looked off to her left and saw that they were walking parallel to one of London’s larger parks. “I get it, we’ll make less of a splash in the local newspapers if we stay in the park, right?”

 “Keep the faith,” Steve said smiling. 

 At Kensington Road, they used the pedestrian tunnel to cross under the busy thoroughfare, then continued past Hyde Park Corner. Janet figured that they probably looked rather strange, but no one paid much attention to two American tourists, suitcases in hand, walking down one of London’s main thoroughfares. 

 Just before they came to the section of Kensington that marked the start of the gigantic Harrod’s department store, Payton stopped at the foot of the steps to what looked like an old Victorian building. The highly polished brass plaque to the left of the door said Hyde Park Hotel. 

 “Your hotel, madam,” Steve said, gesturing to the white marble steps leading up to the entrance foyer. As the doorman took their bags, Janet followed him up the steps and into the lobby. 

 After registering, they followed the bellman through the maze of halls, finally arriving at their room. 

 “It’s beautiful!” Janet exclaimed as soon as the bellman had pocketed his tip and left. “I can even see Hyde Park.”

 Suddenly the combined effects of their escape from Pine Lakes and the long flight caught up with her. The siren-like call of the queen-sized four poster bed made it doubly hard for her not to succumb to catching a few winks. A double chest of drawers stood in front of a wall-mounted mirror across from the bed. Set off against the far side of the room was a sitting area consisting of a small, dark, wooden coffee table with lion-claw feet and two wing backed chairs. A nineteen-inch television sat in the corner of the room. 

 The bathroom was something out of an old Victorian romance novel. The tub, supported by its four cast iron feet, stood against the far wall of the room, and ran the entire length of the wall. Janet guessed that its top was at least three feet from the tile floor. 

 If nothing else, they would at least have the chance to take a few baths together. A metal shower-curtain rod looped around the ceiling over the tub. Clipped to a bracket on the wall was a flexible metal hose with a spray attachment. 

 She hoped Payton could make do with the tub and its clip-on showerhead. A pedestal sink with a large enameled bowl stood next to the toilet. On the wall across from the sink, a heated towel rack held four large bath towels, at least four more hand towels, and a washcloth. On a shelf stood guest-sized bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and body lotion. The Hyde Park certainly didn’t skimp on amenities. Janet turned on both of the tub’s spigots, and set the rubber plug.

 She then went back into the bedroom, where Steve was unpacking his suitcase. “I could fall in love with this place. But it must be old.”

 “I think the building goes back to the late nineteenth century. Before the fire in the early nineteen hundreds, the Hyde Park was an apartment house for the well to do. Afterward, the Brits reopened it as a hotel. Been one ever since.”

 Janet began to peel off her clothes. She had a choice: a long, hot bath or the bed. She opted for the bath.







 




CHAPTER 24

 




October 19th

 Parker had been driving his people at a fevered pace ever since the disappearance of Payton and the woman. His team tapped into every major credit card computer, looking for an airline, bus, or rail transaction with either name on it. They checked Visa, MasterCard, and American Express, and when they got done, he had them check each company again. 

 Parker’s resident computer expert, an import from Steiner Aeronautics who had performed special tasks for his boss and Wingate in the past, was counting on the fact that since the airlines used on line transaction reporting, the information would flow back from the airport sales terminals to the main computers as each ticket purchase took place. Therefore, they wouldn’t have to wait for the slower batch processing. 

 The technical end of it was way past Parker’s understanding, so he left that to the experts. He had only one objective–to find those two before they did any real damage. 

 Parker was smoldering over the fact that in spite of all the equipment and high priced talent, they still hadn’t a single lead on Payton or the woman. He watched as Steiner’s man, whom everyone referred to as the Wizard, cajoled the computers in their search. Suddenly, the second computer chimed, signaling a hit. The Wizard typed in a few more commands, and watched as the printer spewed out a fresh sheet of paper. Without looking at it, he meekly handed the printout to Parker.

 Parker looked at the printout, walked over to the phone. A few seconds later he said, “London.”

 Once they knew their quarry’s location, it didn’t take Parker’s organization long to zero in on Payton's general location. Through a contact in British immigration, owned body and soul by the Committee, he determined that the couple was staying in the Knightsbridge district. Now that Parker knew where they were, he needed only to determine what form his response would take. 

 In order to deal effectively with the threat Payton presented to the Committee’s plans, he needed to know why they had fled to London. If, as he suspected, Payton had somehow gotten wind of the assassination plans, it would have been better for the lawyer to remain in the States, where the resources were more readily available to deal with such a situation. Yet for some reason, Payton had run to ground in London. 

 Parker had already checked with Charles Wingate, who was as much at a loss why Payton would go to London as was his chief of security. Payton had run because he had picked up on the surveillance, either by seeing his pursuers once too often or finding one of the bugs. Nothing in Payton's background report pointed to London. He didn’t have any close friends there, nor any relatives. Then it dawned on Parker–Payton had to be planning a meeting. Whoever he was meeting, it was imperative the Committee finds out as soon as possible. 

 Now that he knew that Payton was staying somewhere in London’s Knightsbridge area, Parker needed a plan. First he had to find out where the couple had holed up. Second he had to mount twenty-four-hour-a-day surveillance on them. Third he needed to find out whom Payton was going to meet. Finally, Parker would have to minimize any potential damage resulting from the London trip. And he had to accomplish all this thousands of miles from his home base of operations.

 Parker leaned back in his chair, placed his feet up on the edge of his desk, and pondered the makeup of the team he would deploy. Under normal conditions, he would lead the team in the field; Wingate however, refused to allow his chief of security to leave the country. Wingate didn’t offer any explanation why he’d flatly refused Parker’s suggestion, but that wasn’t uncommon. 

 Therefore Parker had to develop the ops plan for his people and find some way to effectively control them from the estate. He’d need at least four men. Six men would be better. This time, he’d err on the side of conservatism. Initially four of his people would be out walking the streets in Kensington looking for Payton and the woman. The other two he’d hold in reserve to continue the search when the first team was eating or sleeping. After they located their hotel and set up their permanent ops area, he’d reconstitute the full team. Two men would man the surveillance room, and two would be available for tailing the couple. Even if Payton and Janet Phillips split up, which they had already done once so effectively, he’d have a man available to follow each of them. The third team could rest or eat since their services wouldn’t be needed except in an emergency. 

 Provisioning the team was also a problem. Because time was of the essence, they’d be going in through the front door, flying from Baltimore to London. His men would have to clear UK customs, so weapons were out of the question. Wingate had yet to direct Parker’s people to eliminate Payton and the woman, and Parker wasn’t going to chance a major screw-up because someone took matters into his own hands. Later, if he determined that they needed weapons, they could acquire them locally. Even with Britain’s strict gun laws, getting your hands on suitable weapons was not a major problem if you had the right connections, and the Committee did.

 Parker’s bigger problem was how they were going to communicate with him at the estate. They needed to be able to handle routine voice communications as well as being able to transmit hard copies including photographs. Parker tapped the Wizard again. “We’re fielding teams into England to aid in the search,” Parker told the man. “We need to be able to talk directly with our people in London. In addition, I want the capability of sending and receiving written and photographic material. What are my options, and what do you recommend?”

 “If we had enough time, I’d recommend we use an encrypted satellite link, but we don’t. The link would allow you to talk directly with your men as well as to. . . ”

 “What difference does it make what it’ll do if you’ve already ruled it out?” Parker broke in.

 “I was just thinking out loud.” The Wizard squirmed in his seat. He had never seen Parker get physically violent; and given their relative sizes, he didn’t want to.

 “Without our own satellite link, we’re stuck with commercial telephone lines. But that doesn’t mean we have to use regular phones. I’d recommend portable computers, which we’d interface by modem to the ones in the other room. Encrypting the computer to computer transmissions is a breeze, and the setup will allow us to send and receive photographs.”

 “How long will it take you to get the equipment and load the required programs?” Parker asked flatly. “Remember, we need this stuff to work in London. Don’t forget the differences in power.”

 “Most of the equipment we already have. I might have to make some changes to connectors and plugs, but it won’t be extensive. Give me three days,” the Wizard said using his handkerchief to remove a smudge from his Coke-bottle thick glasses.

 “Do it by tomorrow. That’s all,” Parker said dismissing the man.

 The Wizard got out of the room as fast as he could. It was going to be a long night.

 Parker was satisfied that he had the mission’s basic framework down. He went over his notes another time to see if there were any gaps in his logic. He’d make it a point to stress that his men were to remain in close contact with him the entire time they were out of the country. If the conditions changed, then at least he’d be the one to call the shots. His field team would consist of the four full-time security men from the estate plus two of the four men on loan from Steiner Aeronautics. 

 Parker meticulously instructed his six subordinates about what he expected of them when they got to London. With six experienced men in London, little could go wrong. Parker divided the men up into three teams of two men each, and briefed them in the military style he had learned in the Army. First Parker told them what he wanted and what their objectives were. He went over what they could and could not do, and under what circumstances. He briefed them on all aspects of logistics in England. Finally, he went over the methods and frequency of their communications with him. 

 After he was certain that the men knew their mission goals, he had the team conduct a reverse briefing. He told the them that they were to brief him from the ground up. It was a variation of the old theme of first telling it to them, making them write it down, and then having them brief it back to you. Ninety nine times out of a hundred it worked. It had to work now.

 Once he was sure that each man knew the team’s objectives, had memorized the complete descriptions of both Payton and Phillips, and understood what the limitations of the operation were, Parker dispatched them to London. By this time tomorrow, he’d have three squads of operatives looking for Payton. Meanwhile, he’d continue to push the Wizard until the man came up with a charge receipt, or credit check, or anything else that pinpointed Payton's location. With any luck at all, they’d find them.


. . . . . .

 All six team members hit London on the fly , working around the clock and hoping to spot Payton or Janet before they were able to set up the meeting that had brought the couple across the Atlantic. The harder Parker drove them, the more frayed their tempers became. If they didn’t find them soon, the whole operation would come unhinged. 

 It took Parker’s men less than a day to spot the couple, and then they were lucky. Janet needed to buy some cosmetics, and she wasn’t about to run all over London when she knew Harrod’s would have exactly what she wanted. It was a quick walk from the Hyde Park Hotel across Kensington to the giant retailer.

 Parker had told his men that they should keep a close watch on those places where the two of them were likely to go, paying special attention to the purchase of necessities. His words rang true, as the Wingate operative spotted the attractive woman. Although her face was etched in the man’s mind, he took no chances. He compared the woman standing at the counter less than a dozen feet away to the picture he carried in his pocket. They matched!

 Parker’s man thought briefly about using the walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. But the Harrod’s crowd was thick, and he didn’t want to chance having some store cop getting in the way. Instead he watched carefully as Janet paid for her merchandise, and then slipped in behind her as she made her way toward the escalators.

 When Janet Phillips left Harrod’s for the hotel, she had company. Intent upon making it across the busy thoroughfare, Janet didn’t notice that she was being followed. 

 The security team member tracked her into the hotel and around to the lift to ensure that she had not spotted him and was in the process of trying to shake the tail. Once she entered the lift, and had gone up to the room, he broke off the surveillance as instructed, and reported in to the rest of the team.

 The team’s plans were straightforward. As soon as they spotted their quarry, they would set up full-time surveillance on the couple until they led them to whomever it was that they were meeting in London. Although they had been instructed not to take any overt action concerning Payton and the woman, they had a green light to eliminate whomever they were meeting. 

 Once they knew for sure where the couple was staying, a single phone call from the Committee’s upper echelons cleared space for the security team in an office suite directly across from the Hyde Park Hotel. They quickly set up shop. After the evening rush hour died down, they moved their surveillance equipment into the suite. 

 Not willing to chance another screw-up, Parker instructed his men to establish visual as well as audio surveillance of the hotel. The team leader knew that sooner or later the two of them would have to leave the hotel together. He’d use that time to bug the room. The visual surveillance was another matter.

 Each person entering or leaving the hotel would be photographed, using the special digital imaging camera developed under a Pentagon contract by Steiner Aeronautics. The state of the art camera, which looked like any other thirty-five millimeter, had a custom-made zoom lens that ensured the final photographs would have a resolution comparable to that of a regular thirty-five millimeter print. The camera was state-of-the-art digital. The combination of electronics and optics gave the surveillance team the ability to capture head and shoulders shots of each person entering or leaving the hotel. 

 Each memory card held only slightly under two hundred images. When one card became full, it was exchanged for a fresh one. The image-laden card was then taken back to the Savoy Hotel for transmission to the States. 

 Normally sending that much data over regular telephone lines would have resulted in interminable delays, but the Steiner engineers had added special compression software to the data transmission program, reducing the amount of digital data going back across the link to the States by over fifty percent. Once they were received and decrypted by Wingate’s computer at the estate, the images would be digitally reconstructed and displayed. 

 The Hyde Park is a small hotel. With all their deliveries taking place through other entrances, Parker figured they could handle the number of possible targets, consisting basically of the hotel’s guests and any visitors. If the team snapped a photo of the same person twice, they simply eliminated it from the data sent to the States. 

 The area around the main entrance was well illuminated; there was more than enough light to satisfy their needs. They set up the camera, pointing its zoom lens through a hole in the blackout curtain. The hotel’s main entrance was at the top of a marble stairway high enough up from the street for anyone coming or going to be a snap to photograph. From their position, they had a clear view of the entrance, unobstructed by pedestrian traffic. 

 They shot a trial photograph, then unloaded the small memory card from the camera’s control electronics unit, and inserted it into the imaging system. In seconds, the image appeared on their laptop’s screen. A few simple adjustments and they had a picture good enough to print in any magazine. Had the laptop been connected to the telephone lines, that same picture could have been transmitted anywhere in the world.

 Now that they knew everything was working, the men got busy capturing shots of everyone coming into or leaving the hotel. Working four hours on and four off, they switched teams three times each day. The back-up team was responsible for sending the digital images back to the States. 

 Parker told his men that the meeting between Payton and the unknown informer would likely go down soon after Payton and Phillips got to London. It didn’t make sense for the informer to wait any longer than he or she had to before making contact with Payton. The longer their contact delayed getting in touch with Payton, the better the chances were that Wingate’s security would locate him first. 

 On the other hand, Parker figured that whoever Payton was planning to meet would wait at least until he or she was certain that the two were not already under surveillance. He gave them two, maybe three days at most, before contact would be made. This time he was right.








CHAPTER 25

 




October 22nd

 Early Sunday morning, Payton's room phone rang. He had it before the second ring. Across the street, the reels on a slow speed tape recorder began to move.

 “Hello,” Payton said, anticipating hearing his friend’s voice.


 “Steve. I’m glad you made it,” Mark Albright replied.


 Payton breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry about your father.”


 “Thanks.” Albright’s grief was almost palpable. “We need to get together–and soon.”


 “What’s this about Wingate?”


 “I’d rather wait to tell you. It’s a long, complicated story that’s best explained in person.”


 Payton realized that his friend was terrified of Wingate’s power. Nonetheless, Payton had to tell Mark about their situation. “I’m afraid Wingate’s already on to us, Mark. He bugged the house we were renting in Pine Lakes and has had us under round-the-clock surveillance, but we were able to get away.”

 “Does he suspect that you’re here?” Albright asked apprehensively.


 “I don’t think so,” Payton replied, then added. “At least not yet.”


 “Good, but the sooner we meet, the better.”


 “Just tell me when and where.”


 “Your hotel’s too risky. I’d like to meet someplace that’ll give you time to shake any surveillance–that is, if there’s any on you. How about tonight, say midnight at the Wapping tube station? Do you know where it is?”

 “No, but I’ll find it. See you then.” As Payton hung up, the recorder’s twin reels stopped.

 Before Janet could barrage him with questions, Steve said, “We’re going to meet Mark tonight at one of the Underground stations.”

 “How did he sound?” Janet asked, a concerned look on her face.


 “Scared, and I can’t blame him, what with his father’s murder and all.”


 “I hope he’s got what we need to tie this mess up and hand the whole thing over to the authorities.”


 “He must have. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be running,” Payton replied. “Well, we’ve got some time to kill. Want to stretch your legs a bit?” 

 “Aren’t you tired?” Janet wondered how he kept going after the long flight.

 “Tired, yes. But my head’s going a mile a minute, and I’d rather be doing something–anything–than sitting here staring at the four walls.”

 “What’s wrong with the four walls if I’m in them?” Janet asked teasingly.

 “Good point,” Steve said as he reached for her.








CHAPTER 26

 



 Payton awoke almost two hours later to find Janet snuggled next to him. His movement woke her. She yawned and stretched simultaneously. “I’m starving. What’s for dinner.”

 “Anything, M’lady’s heart desires,” Steve said with a flourish. After all they were in London. 


 “I’m ravenous. Maybe we can find something off the tourist beat–something Italian or French.”


 “Your wish is my command.” 


 “Really?” Janet asked, poking him in the ribs.


 They dressed and Payton shaved for the second time today, scraping the five o’clock shadow from his face. When he was done, a new person looked back at him from the bathroom mirror. 

 “Better wear shoes you’ll be comfortable walking in. I’m not sure where we’ll end up eating, but it might not be close to the hotel.”

 They left the main entrance, crossed over Knightsbridge, and followed Cromwell Road down toward the Victoria and Albert Museum. All along the busy thoroughfare quaint side streets branched off. At each intersection, they looked to see if any restaurant sign caught their attention. If something looked promising, Payton and Janet walked down for a closer look. 

 One member of Wingate’s security team always kept the couple in sight, but following instructions, maintained a loose tail. He had been standing outside Harrod’s for almost half an hour when Payton and Janet left the Hyde Park. Obviously they were going out for dinner. As they crossed Knightsbridge, Parker’s man took up position half a block behind the couple.

 After twenty minutes of checking out menus posted in the front windows of various restaurants, they selected a small Italian bistro that served excellent pasta, fantastic garlic bread, a generous antipasto, and an equally good Chianti. They finished off two bottles of the Chianti, eating as if it were their last meal.

 . . . . . .

 With the London team in position, surveillance photos were coming over almost around the clock, which wasn’t surprising since it took nearly a minute to transmit each image back to the States. Parker waited until the last of the digitized photos were stored on his portable computer’s hard drive before heading up to the mansion. They had recently received the set of over seventy images from the team. Because of the time difference, the group would most likely be the last that they’d get tonight. By nine o’clock London time, the image stream would tail off as most of the guests were in for the evening. 

 Wingate, eager to locate the one person who could pull all the pieces together for Payton, stopped his work as Parker walked into the room. The industrialist carefully studied each picture as it was displayed on the built in LED. 

 Before ruling out anyone, Wingate was going to be certain that the person had no connection with him or the Committee. They quickly eliminated most of the photos. Halfway through the group, Parker’s portable cellular phone rang. He listened for a few minutes, and then returned the phone to his pocket.

 “Payton just received a call from someone named Mark,” Parker told Wingate.

 Wingate’s mind clicked. “Sonofabitch, Mark Albright. I knew we’d get him if we kept at it. They’re going to meet and I want that meeting stopped. Do I make myself clear?”

 “Yes sir,” Parker said. There was no need to read between the lines about the instructions Parker would send to the team. 

 When Parker got back to the guesthouse, he walked into his office, picked up the phone, and dialed the Savoy Hotel. When the team leader answered the phone, Parker told him to activate the encryption unit. With the line secure, Parker went on.

 “For confirmation, I’m going to send you a photo of the target. Take him out, and do it before he has a chance to pass any information on to Payton.” With Albright out of the way, Payton would be left with no leads to follow and nowhere else to go. 

 “What do we do about Payton and the woman–the same thing?” his man in London inquired.

 “If you have the opportunity to get rid of Payton and the Phillips woman, make certain it looks like an accident. Otherwise don’t bother.” The last thing Parker wanted was to have three mysterious deaths, each attributed to foul play. Even the London Metropolitan Police would find that odd. 

 “And no matter what you do, make sure that no one can tie the couple to the target. So far, the two of them are in the dark. As long as they don’t talk to the target, we’ll be all right. I want you to get back over to the hotel and find out if the target left Payton a message–either in the room or at the desk.”

 Parker replaced the telephone handset in the cradle. Things were finally going his way. 







 




CHAPTER 27

 



 Throughout the rest of the evening, time passed as if each second were coated with a thick layer of molasses. Around nine, Payton decided that it was time to sit Janet down for a chat. 

 “When we get to the station, stay clear until I’m sure there’s not going to be any trouble.”

 “Steve. . . ,” Janet started in protest.

 “No, hear me out. I know we both feel this meeting is aboveboard. But if this is really one of Wingate’s traps, I don’t want him to net both of us. If anything goes wrong and something happens to me, it’ll be up to you to get to the authorities.”

 “And if it’s not?” Janet asked, disappointed but not surprised at the way he wanted to approach the meeting.

 “When I’m sure it’s safe, I’ll signal you. In the meantime, watch the platform. If you see anything or anyone acting suspicious, get my attention any way you can. If things sour, get out of there. Don’t wait for a train. Don’t mess around. Go up the steps and out of the station. Grab a cab back here. If I get away, I’ll meet you in the room. If I’m not back in two hours, go to the police.”

 Janet didn’t like having Payton hung out there, exposed, but she knew that his plan made sense. His approach wasn’t fail safe, but it gave them a chance of coming out on top.

 “If I give you the all clear and you join us, let me do the talking. I listed the things we need to know about Wingate. If Mark can throw some light on this situation, we’ll be in good shape.”


. . . . . .

 At eleven forty-five, they left the hotel and started over to the Underground station at Knightsbridge. The sign over the platform indicated that the next train due to arrive was going toward Wapping Station. Ten minutes later, they exited the Northern line. Although there were only a few passengers, Payton waited until the platform emptied before looking for Mark. 

 As planned, he left Janet halfway up the platform, where she could quickly spot anyone coming up behind him, but close enough to the steps leading up to the street level. Then he walked down the platform in the direction that the train had come. Before he had gone far, he spied Mark Albright sitting on the last bench. 

 As Payton edged closer, Albright appeared to stare straight ahead. Things weren’t right. His heart beating faster, Payton looked around the area, paying heed to his gut feelings. He turned to check on Janet; she was where he had left her, watching his progress intently. Payton broke into a run.

 “Mark, it’s me,” Payton said as he reached the bench.

 Albright’s eyes fluttered. “Wingate...killed my father.”

 “I know,” Payton said, desperately trying to ascertain what had happened. Payton tore open Albright’s topcoat, and then unbuttoned his suit jacket. Right over his heart, blood dribbled from a small puncture wound, a small caliber bullet or an ice pick, probably the latter.

 Payton glanced over his shoulder. “Get out of here, Janet.” He waved her toward the steps. “Get out!” 

 Janet hesitated. “Get out of here,” Payton yelled again, his voice reverberating like a boom box within the tile covered walls. As Janet ran toward the steps, Payton cradled Mark Albright’s body. The dying man’s lips quivered as if they had another message to deliver. Payton moved closer.

 “Go ahead, Mark. Tell me.”

 With ebbing strength, Albright said, “He’s going to assassinate the President. Wants Darby to take over.” Albright’s eyes glazed. Blood seeped from between the lips that had spoken the words Payton dreaded.

 Slowly, he eased Albright’s body back against the bench. Death was in Albright’s unseeing eyes.

 Payton's mind raced. He hated to leave his friend lying there on the cold concrete, but what choices did he have? His mind began to search for another alternative. Then it hit him: this whole thing was a setup, a carefully conceived trap. 

 Payton took a deep breath, then turned. The stench of urine and stale tobacco caused Payton to hurry down the platform and away from the rancid air. He had to get out of there. He could chance trying the street, but Wingate’s henchmen might be waiting for him to join Janet. If they stood any chance of thwarting the assassination, Payton had to play the odds. If they were waiting for Janet, he had to take an alternative route back to the hotel.

 Suddenly, Payton heard the faint sound of a train. As the high-speed behemoth came closer, he felt the train’s vibration through his feet. The tracks were relatively straight coming into Waterloo Station. 

 By moving closer to the front of the platform, Payton could make out the light from the train’s headlamp reflected off the blackened tunnel walls. The huge cavern amplified the engine’s roar as the train approached. From his position, Payton couldn’t gauge the train’s speed, but it had to be at least fifty miles an hour. 

 Suddenly Payton's peripheral vision detected a furtive movement behind him. It froze him in place. 

 In spite of everything that happened to them so far, Payton's reflexes weren’t honed well enough to sidestep the attack. He started back from the platform’s edge just as the killer plowed into his legs. 

 Payton tried to maintain his balance, but his feet refused to cooperate. The man’s momentum propelled him over the precipice at the platform’s edge, and down toward to the tracks. He was falling, going over the side. If he landed on the electrified track that powered the trains, he was dead. 

 Payton tucked his arms and legs in close to his body, and brought his knees up close to his chest trying to make himself as small a target as possible. If he was lucky and didn’t land directly on the live rail, he’d die when the arriving train turned him into a bloody pulp.

 Payton's body hit the tracks at an angle, feet first. Pain exploded up from his right ankle, but this wasn’t the time to worry about it. The train’s roar was deafening, too close to bother trying to see where it was. It was already there, nearly on top of him. The mass of air pushed ahead of the speeding train tried to drive him up the tracks into the tunnel, but he wouldn’t give up. Though Payton's mind desperately tried to find some way to safety, there was no time to think. To survive, he had to react. Anything less would be his death.

 The tracks were too low for Payton to jump up onto the platform, not that he could have. His ankle was throbbing. In spite of the pain, he constricted his muscles as much as he could. With what would probably be his last act, he pushed off from the tracks with every ounce of energy left in his battered body. 

 Payton glanced up; he was facing the platform. Its edge overhung part of the train bed, allowing passengers to board the train without stepping across a large gap between the platform and the floor of the car. In the fleeting seconds before the train reached him, Payton realized that his last chance to live depended upon reaching the area beneath the overhang. 

 Payton clutched at the side of the platform, praying that there was enough room for his body to share the tight space with the train’s side carriage. As he wrapped his arms around his legs trying to protect himself, the screech of multiple air brakes deafened him. Payton closed his eyes and waited for the impact he knew was sure to come. He had given it his best. 

 After what seemed like an eternity, the screeching and hissing ceased. Slowly Payton pried open his eyes. There were no bright lights, no celestial openings through which angels beckoned him to pass. He was alive. The train had stopped inches from where he sat scrunched up against the platform, trapped between the mass of concrete and the train. Holding his claustrophobia in check, Payton counted the seconds, waiting for the train to leave. While part of him rejoiced that he was still alive, the other half desperately wanted the train gone. 

 Payton knew that all hell would break loose if any of the departing passengers noticed of Mark’s body. But because of the late hour, no one exited the train. After what seemed like an eternity, the train slowly pulled out of the station, building up speed as it re entered the far tunnel. 

 With the tracks temporarily clear, Payton needed to get a handle on his predicament. The rail nearest the platform was not electrified, so at least he was safe in moving out from underneath the overhang. It was only after Payton stood next to the deserted platform that he thought about the man sent to kill him. 

 Payton peered over the platform’s edge. The benches now sat empty. No shadows lurked near the back wall of the station or around the concrete pillars nearer to the tracks. He was alone. 

 Payton placed his hands on the edge of the platform, and tried pulling himself up. The platform’s design presented no hold for his feet, and Payton's cut hands and bruised arms weren’t able to pull his weight onto the platform. He knew what he needed to do. 

 He had to swing one leg up and onto the top of the platform in the hope of using it as an aid to climbing off the tracks. If he tried using his left leg, all his weight would be on the right. That wouldn’t work. On the other hand, if he propelled himself up using his left, he’d be transferring his weight to his injured leg as he pulled himself up. He’d have to chance it.

 Payton heaved off the tracks, shifting his weight to his good leg. On his first attempt, his right leg crashed into the side of the platform and pain coursed through Payton's leg. Using his arms to cushion the rebound, Payton eased himself back down. 

 Again, he swung his damaged right leg up and over the top of the platform. Before his foot hit the platform surface, Payton twisted so that the hard rubber of the heel would land first, and he hoped, prevent his foot from slipping. By pressing down, he was able to keep his leg stationary. Again the pain was excruciating. Using the remaining strength in his arms, he pulled himself up. 

 Once back on the platform, Payton wanted to get as far from the tracks as possible. Slowly he got up, and edged away from the precipice over the tracks, still afraid that his killer would come back to make sure that he was dead. Payton took stock of his situation. Gingerly, he put weight on his right leg, silently praying that the ankle wasn’t broken. It was painful, but he could walk.

 Payton looked over to where Albright’s body lay slumped against the old scarred bench. He didn’t want to leave his friend lying there like some piece of refuse. Yet everything inside him cautioned against calling the authorities. Besides, adding his demise to Mark’s would be a sheer waste. Nonetheless he was torn. 

 Finally, logic took precedence over emotion and Payton glanced toward the steps. On second thought, if Wingate’s people were outside watching, he’d invite a second attack. This time they’d make certain that he was dead. Whether he liked it or not, he’d have to wait for the next train. This time, when it left, he’d be on it not under it.

 Ten minutes later, a train pulled into the station. As soon as the doors opened, Payton jumped aboard, drawing a few puzzled looks from the sparse group of late-night riders. Dirt and grime from the tracks smudged his face. His hands were filthy, and he limped. The sleeve of his suit had ripped near the shoulder, and his pants were torn along the calf. 

 Any other time, Payton would have been appalled at his appearance. Tonight he didn’t give a damn. He had faced death and beaten it. What difference did it make if he got a few cuts and bruises, and looked like hell? He was alive. 

 What about Janet? Had they gotten her? Had she made it back to the Hyde Park? The unanswerable questions flooded Payton's consciousness like storm water over a dam. Eagerly, he watched the station signs slip by. If they had her, what would he do then? Was she safe? Payton tried to ease the angst by assuring himself that Janet had made it back safely. If only he knew for sure.

 When the doors opened, Payton raced from the train and up the steps. The anxiety that permeated his very being numbed the pain from his injury. He knew that the men who had killed Mark Albright and who had tried to murder him could be waiting for him. He didn’t care; he’d kill them barehanded. At one point as he sprinted across Knightsbridge, Payton almost hoped that he’d run into the sons of bitches.

 Beads of sweat took shape on his forehead and along the front of his neck. The more alarmed Payton became, the more he perspired. Rivulets of sweat dripped down his face, clouding his vision. By the time he limped back to the hotel, his shirt collar was wet, his breathing was harsh and irregular, and he was sure he could feel his heart pounding. He made it through the Hyde Park’s lobby in a blur, and then took the steps not having time to wait for the elevator. When he reached the room, Payton held his breath while he pounded on the door. No answer.

 Payton raised his fist and was about to hit the door with everything he had when it opened. Dressed in her robe, Janet stood there.

 She immediately threw her arms around Payton. “Thank God you’re all right,” she exclaimed. “What happened?” Janet had taken one look and drawn the right conclusion. 

 “Albright’s dead. Somehow Wingate’s people found out about the meeting, and got to him first.”


 Payton told her about the abortive attempt on his life, keeping his narrative down to the bare essentials.


 “Do you think that Wingate’s people followed us?” Janet asked with fear in her eyes.


 “They didn’t have to. They knew where we were going, or at least where Mark was meeting us.” Suddenly it dawned on him. Payton put his finger to his lips, and then guided Janet into the bathroom. He closed the door, and then turned on the shower full blast.

 “The damned room’s bugged,” he whispered into Janet’s ear. “Don’t say a word,” Payton added. “Before he died, Mark told me who Wingate’s target is–Wingate’s going to assassinate President Varrick.”

 A shocked look swept over Janet’s face. “He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.”

 “He is,” Payton said. “That explains the electronic mail message. Shangri La’s the old name for Camp David, and five million’s a respectable amount for a Presidential assassination.”

 Slowly the pieces of the ominous puzzle began to come together. The fog that clouded Payton's head since he’d first gotten the Email message was finally clearing. “I don’t have an inkling why the President’s best friend would want him dead, but he does.”

 “With Daniel Varrick dead, Vice President Darby takes over the Oval Office,” Janet said.


 “If that’s Wingate’s game plan, then Darby’s either one of his people or someone that Wingate finds acceptable as President.”


 “What are we going to do?” The entire situation was beyond her wildest nightmares. “Wingate will destroy us.”


 Payton pulled Janet toward him. “We’re going to make it through this. You’ve got to believe me. And we’re going to keep at Wingate’s heals until we stop the assassination. But first, we’ve got to get out of here. With any luck, we’ll be able to get seats on one of tomorrow’s flights to the States.”

 “Then what?”

 “Assuming there’s no change in Wingate’s schedule, we’ve got less than two weeks before the assassin strikes. It’s time to bring in the pros.” He was eager to raise the specter of an assassination attempt as soon as possible. “The Secret Service will know what to do,” he added as an afterthought. It sounded great, but Payton wasn’t even sure they could elude Wingate’s people. 

 Everything that had happened had drained Payton emotionally. He had run the gauntlet from abject fear and grief to the elation of surviving the attempt on his life. Not to mention the fact that Janet had gotten away unharmed. Her robe had become undone, and Payton could see her breasts between its folds. He reached over and gently undid the already loose tie. Then he slipped the robe from her shoulders. 

 Sensing his urgency, Janet fumbled with Steve’s belt. 

 Payton was unable to dam the emotional surge. He kissed Janet’s lips trying to be gentle, but knowing that he wasn’t. His mouth parted from hers, and then traveled a course first to her neck, then down to her breasts. 

 “Do it, Steve,” Janet half whispered into his ear. “Do me.”

 Payton's fingers found her ready. He leaned her over the pedestal sink, and then entered her. Payton moved back and forth–the pain from his fall be damned. Like a tidal wave crashing on to the shore, they climaxed together in one gigantic spasm–each fulfilled by the other.

 Afterward Janet said, “Wingate could have heard that without the bugs.”

 Payton shrugged his shoulders. “Who cares?”


. . . . . .

 Across the street in the office commandeered by Parker’s men, Payton's return was noted. 

 “Look who’s returned from the dead,” Parker’s team leader swore under his breath. “There’s always tomorrow.”








CHAPTER 28


October 23rd

 As he drove along the narrow back road, John Grant looked for the weathered sign pointing to the abandoned quarry of some long forgotten sand and gravel company. He continued, but carefully kept an eye out for the road that would lead him to the quarry property. 

 Finally he spotted the sign warning trespassers to keep out. After a quick check in the rearview mirror, he turned onto the old gravel roadway. It led to the quarry’s main operation where the landscape was pockmarked with an array of gravel hillocks interspersed amongst obscene ravines where the once-sought-after minerals had already been quarried. Gullies, long since dry, had formed to sluice the runoff away.

 Cognizant of the colonel's warnings, Grant had selected the site because it fulfilled his requirements. The temperature and humidity were approximately the same as they would be on November 1. 

 Grant found a suitable place to park, then got out of the car. Spent cartridges littered the ground, confirming his suspicion that others had used the old quarry for target practice. Most likely the neighbors were used to the sound of gunfire echoing from the quarry. Nonetheless, he hoped that no one would bother coming around to see what he was doing. There was nothing untoward save his choice of weapons. Not that any of the locals would even recognize the highly specialized sniper weapon for what it was. If someone did show up, he’d stash the sniper rifle, and plink with the Smith & Wesson. 

 After he was satisfied that he was alone, Grant began to set up his makeshift shooting range. The colonel's instructions had been specific: first find out how the high powered rifle handles with the standard load, then with the special frangible rounds. To sight in the sniper rifle, he needed at least fifteen hundred yards–line of sight. 

 Grant hammered a stake into the ground near the side of the road, then reset the trip odometer on the car, driving in the direction that held the most promise of having the greatest unobstructed distance. He clocked the odometer at half a mile, and then at the three-quarter-mile point. At nine tenths of a mile, he stopped the car and drove a second stake into the sand and gravel surface. He was at his anticipated range. To be on the safe side, Grant fine tuned the distance with the laser rangefinder.

 The site was perfect, less than twenty yards from a substantial sand hill left by the quarry workers when they ceased operations. It would make a more than adequate backstop, easily stopping the heavy bullet. 

 He took out a shovel and dug two holes approximately two feet deep and three feet apart. From the trunk, Grant pulled two two-by-fours and placed one in each hole. He then shoveled the sand and gravel mixture back into the holes. Also from the Jeep, he removed a half sheet of plywood, four feet in width. This he nailed between the two-by-fours. Finally, Grant stapled the man sized silhouette targets to the plywood framework. He secured the hatch, and then drove back to where he had driven the first stake.

 Grant parked the Jeep across his intended direction of fire and carefully spread a blanket across the hood of the car. Next he took out a telescope that he had bought from a local hobby store. He needed a way to determine the accuracy of his shooting while he sighted in the sniper-scope. A regular spotting scope wouldn’t handle the distance, but the telescope would do fine. Grant slipped the sniper rifle from its case and placed it on the hood of the Jeep. He removed the snap on plastic caps that protected both ends of the sniper-scope. 

 Months of planning, preceded by years of field experience, were about to come together. Confident that he could hit the target, Grant twisted the rifle bolt, drawing it back and opening the breech. From the box of standard fifty caliber ammunition he removed a single cartridge. Careful not to get any dirt or grit into the rifle’s action, Grant placed the bullet in the breech, and then pushed the bolt home. He put on the ear protectors and picked up the rifle.

 With its two spring-loaded front legs fully extended, so that the rifle rested on the hood of the Jeep, Grant pointed the gun downrange directly at the plywood backstop. The suppressor on the front of the rifle would ensure that although the shot would not sound anything like a twenty-two, it would be a helluva lot quieter than it would without the suppressor. 

 Before taking his first shot he wanted to get the feel of the weapon. Grant struggled to draw a bead on the silhouette. As he had anticipated, even a slight movement pulled him off the target. Under pressure, he’d need more time to set up the shot. 

 Grant took a breath, held it, and then brought the crosshairs down on to the left-hand target. At the maximum range, the silhouette target wasn’t large enough to fill the scope. He aimed for the center of mass, placing the graticule directly over the heart. He quartered the silhouette, placing an equal amount of the target in each of the four quadrants surrounding the center point. 

 Letting the bipod legs handle the weight, he began the breathing exercise he had learned in Vietnam. Ever so carefully, Grant squeezed the trigger. The fifty caliber rifle report echoed through the quarry as the bullet began its nearly mile-long journey. 

 Grant pulled the bolt back, ejecting the spent shell. He left the gun on the Jeep’s hood and checked the target through the spotting scope. Then he repeated the procedure five times until he was certain his shots were hitting low. From his gunsmith’s tool kit, he selected a slotted-head screwdriver of the appropriate size, and turned the scope’s elevation screw two clicks. He reloaded the gun and fired again. This shot went high, as did the five more rounds Grant cranked through the gun. 

 Careful not to over compensate, he readjusted the elevation screw by one click, then reloaded. The fifty caliber round hit the target, drilling a hole in the center of the chest area, a fatal shot. With the gun sighted in, Grant fired twenty more steel-jacketed bullets, testing the gun and his ability to handle it. On each shot, he did everything by the book, from his breathing to the squeezing of the trigger. It was as if each practice round was the real thing.

 By the time he was satisfied that he could put his shots on the target, sweat streamed from his forehead. He had been at this for two hours, meticulously setting up each shot, then checking his accuracy. It was time to find out what would happen if, for some reason, he had to rush the shot.

 First he loaded the weapon and rested it on the Jeep’s hood. Then he counted to three, picked up the rifle, aimed, and fired, allowing himself only three seconds to get the shot off. No matter how hard he tried, he was unable to hit the target when pressed for time. He had to make the first shot count. 

 Having seen the damage that the frangible rounds did on the pork, he had no doubt of their effect on flesh and bone. But Grant needed to confirm that the custom made ammunition would follow the same trajectory as the regular fifty caliber bullets he had used to sight in the gun. 

 He loaded the explosive round into the weapon’s chamber, and snugged the gun against his shoulder. Selecting the second silhouette, he centered the crosshairs on the chest area, exhaled slowly, and squeezed off the shot. The half inch hole from the high caliber bullet appeared in stark contrast to the rest of the black target, and it was right where it was supposed to be.

 The gun would perform flawlessly. Grant carefully replaced it in its case, dismantled the telescope, and put all the gear back in the Jeep. With the equipment stowed, he retrieved the spent brass, taking care to account for each shot that he fired. Grant drove downrange and dismantled the target. 

 He placed the plywood and two by fours back into the Jeep, to be disposed of in some anonymous dumpster on his way back to the motel. With his handkerchief, Grant carefully wiped the expended shells clean of fingerprints. If he had thought that the gun would ever turn up, he would have punched the primers from the shell casings. Forensic science had found a way to match the firing pin’s indentations to the gun that had fired it. But without a gun for comparison purposes, the casings were useless. 

 Grant tossed the spent brass into the holes that had supported the target, and shoveled the dirt back in. When he had finished, there was no trace left of his visit.

 He covered the rifle case with a blanket, and then pulled the cargo area cover over the back part of the Jeep. Grant left the quarry and headed back toward Route 40. The final element in his preparations was now in place.








CHAPTER 29

 



 The next morning when Payton reached the lobby, he found the two hotel phones already in use. He took a seat in one of the velvet covered Queen Anne chairs and picked up a copy of the morning paper that had been left on the nearby coffee table. 

 London was a city virtually devoid of street crime, with one of the lowest murder rates in Europe. Mark Albright’s homicide would never go unreported. He had only gotten past the international news section when he spotted the story. 


London Metropolitan Police found the body of Mark Albright, the son of the late American farm equipment magnate Grover Albright, and managing director of Worldwide Agricultural Products, in the Wapping Underground Station. 




Metropolitan Police pathologists believe that death was attributable to a puncture wound, most likely from a sharp pointed object. Identification was made from a U.S. passport found on the tracks near the victim’s body. The victim’s valuables were missing, leading police authorities to conclude that robbery was the motive behind the attack.



Grover Albright was recently killed in a car bomb explosion, and U.S. authorities have been unsuccessful in determining either the motive for the crime or the identity of the perpetrators. Worldwide Agricultural Products has been plagued by numerous labor problems over the past year, and the police are looking into the senior Albright’s death to see if there are any connections. The investigation by the Metropolitan Police is continuing.


 Payton stared at the text of the article before him, then folded the paper and placed it back on the table. If only he could figure out the tie between Charles Wingate and Grover Albright. What if there were other industrialists, men like Wingate and Albright, who the actions of President Varrick somehow threatened? Grover Albright had to be one of them–one who, for whatever reason, drew Wingate’s wrath and was summarily executed. 

 Maybe big money really did flock together, and there were other interests in play. Could there be a secret cabal in America so strong they wouldn’t stop at killing the President of the United States? And if such a group did exist, why hadn’t they come under the suspicion of the government before? Was it possible they controlled enough of the government for their longevity to be absolutely secured? 

 It all fit. In fact as Payton worked through the possible permutations, it was the only explanation that made sense. To anyone else, though, it was all conjecture. 

 Unfortunately, Payton couldn’t tie Wingate to either of the Albrights. He couldn’t prove that the assassin met with Wingate, or for that matter, anyone else from Wingate Farms. By now, the bugs in Janet’s house were long gone, probably removed soon after they left the States. Grover Albright’s death didn’t point any fingers at Wingate, and Mark Albright’s was apparently at the hands of some street hood. It was all nice and neat. Even the attempt on Payton's life was totally unsubstantiated. There had been no witnesses. 

 For a second, a glimmer of hope surfaced–he’d forgotten about Janet. Then, as quickly as the flash from a strobe light, it disappeared. Janet had barely caught a glimpse of the surveillance car Payton had run off the road, and wasn’t with him when Wingate’s hired killer shoved him in front of the subway. 

 To anyone else, it would look as if she were playing off his paranoia. If Wingate somehow managed to stop them before they got to the authorities, he stood a damned good chance of getting away with the assassination. And one thing was for sure–he’d pull out all the stops to keep them from reaching the States. 

 As soon as the phones were free, Payton put a call to the airlines. Most of the U. S. flights departed by midday, and Payton wanted to make certain that he and Janet were on the next available flight. 

 Payton jotted down all the flights leaving Heathrow for the eastern United States. As a second thought, he checked the flights to the major Canadian cities: Toronto, Montreal, and Quebec. He had an idea that just might throw Wingate’s men off their trail. 

 After he got the flight information, he called the second airline on his list, and booked two seats to Dulles Airport. Payton was counting on Wingate’s far-flung operation to catch the two reservations. Too bad he had no intention of boarding that flight. As he left the lobby, Payton picked up the London Times from the table where he’d left it.

 On his way back, Payton stopped at the reception desk. When he returned to the room, he motioned Janet into the hall. Whoever handled electronic surveillance for the opposition knew what they were doing, and Payton wasn’t about to take any chances of having his plans compromised. “This was in today’s paper,” he said, showing her the article on Albright’s murder. “Wingate’s people are no longer concerned about how obvious their so called accidents appear. As soon as they get the chance, we’ll be next.”

 “How are we going to give Wingate’s men the slip?” Janet asked softly.


 “I think it’s time we go trolling”


 “Trolling?... Who’s the bait?”


 “We are. Get the things that we’ve got to take with us together. Nothing goes that we can’t conceal in our clothes. Make sure you’ve got your passport, the traveler’s checks, and any other essentials. Leave everything else.”

 Silently, they opened the door to the room.

 Janet stuffed her passport, money, wallet, and enough cosmetics and other necessities to get her through the next day or so into her pockets and her purse. She made a quick check of the bathroom. Then she took Payton's hand and they left. 

 To anyone else, particularly any man, it would seem they were only going out for the day. With a London street map clearly visible in his hand, Payton led Janet out of the hotel and across the street to the Underground station. In spite of the fact that his heart told him to jump in the first available taxi, and yell for the driver to make tracks for Heathrow, Payton was casual in his movements. He appeared alert, but not panicked. 

 When the couple left the hotel, the watcher across Knightsbridge radioed to Parker’s man down on the street. “They’re on the move. Stay with them.” Two clicks of the push to talk button acknowledged the message.

 Meanwhile, Payton was counting on a couple of things, and he prayed to God they’d work. First, he doubted that anyone expected them to make a break so quickly after Albright’s death. Doing the unexpected had worked in Pine Lakes. He prayed it would do so again. 

 Second, he doubted that the surveillance team had communications comparable to what they had in the States. The Brits license their radio frequencies as rigidly as the FCC. It would be too risky to set up an operation in a foreign country, and then get caught because your radio transmitters interfered with some taxi’s. At best they’d be using low-powered walkie talkies, and low power units wouldn’t do very well underground among all that concrete and steel. 

 Lastly, he was counting on them to panic and search the immediate area. If they jumped to the obvious conclusion, they wouldn’t suspect that Payton was headed for Heathrow Airport. If all that worked, they might get back to the States alive.

 Payton looked behind them. Among the typical group of people using the Tubes, no single individual stood out. Payton swore quietly under his breath. Since they had first left the farm, everything Payton did was to shake off anyone tailing them. Now when he wanted Wingate’s man to follow them, no one was in sight. 

 Seconds later, another man came down the steps. From the way his eyes searched the lower level and the speed with which he shot down the steps, Payton knew he was the one they were waiting for. 

 Payton chuckled to himself as the man skidded to a stop less than fifteen feet from where they stood, then checked his watch hoping to mask the fact that he had almost run right into them. After regaining his composure, he went over to a vacant ticket machine. Okay, you son-of-a-bitch, I got you, Payton thought. Now stay with me a little bit longer.

 The man assigned to track Payton was well dressed. He wore a suit and a tan Burberry topcoat. In spite of the weather, he evidently took pains in his selection of clothes. As their shadow fumbled around for change, Payton saw the earphone in the man’s left ear. It could have been a hearing aid, but Payton was betting on an earphone connected to a two-way transceiver. 

 According to the electronic sign, the next train due to arrive would be heading across town and away from the airport, perfect for what Payton had in mind. 

 Steve turned to Janet and said, “Follow me.” There wasn’t time for explanations. 

 He and Janet made their way to the platform and waited patiently with the other passengers for the train’s arrival.

 A few minutes later, the train pulled into the station. When it came to a stop, Payton led Janet on board, taking seats directly opposite the open rear door. The man in the Burberry followed them. 

 Payton watched, catching an occasional glimpse, as Wingate’s man started back to where they were seated. Come on you son-of-a-bitch, Payton thought, there’s a nice seat three up from us. Take it, he willed the operative.

 Unfortunately, the man’s faux pas in the station must have made him cautious. Instead of sitting close to them, he stopped and turned around. Payton watched as he moved closer toward the front of the car–and nearer to the other door. Damn!

 Finally, their watcher took a seat facing them, but only one away from the car’s front door. Payton's heart sank–it would never work now. Fate had intervened again. He snatched another look forward. Some old biddy, shopping bag clutched tightly in her hand, had moved over directly between where the operative was sitting and the door. Payton chuckled to himself. 

 “When I say ‘go’, we’re going through that door as fast as we can. Got it?”

 Janet nodded her head. Payton's hand deceivingly rested on her arm above her elbow. 

 Before she realized it, Payton yanked her through the now closing door. It didn’t look as if her coattail was going to make it. Visions of her being pulled under the train flashed through her mind, but there she was standing on the platform as the train made its way out of the station. 

 Payton saw Wingate’s man scrambling to get out. When he couldn’t beat the already closing doors, he looked around trying to decide what to do. With any luck, he wouldn’t think about using the radio until the car was halfway down the tunnel. 

 “Come on. We don’t have much time. As soon as he gets to the next station, they’ll be on to us,” Payton said, guiding Janet over to the next platform. The sign on the arriving train’s engine said “Heathrow”. They took it.

 Forty five minutes after leaving the hotel, Payton and Janet were at Terminal 2, the International Departures terminal. Their reservations were on a British Air flight to Washington’s Dulles International Airport, but Payton had other plans. Their only chance to stay alive was to continue doing the unexpected. No sense changing now.

 They walked over to the Air Canada ticket counter, where Payton bought two first-class one way tickets to Quebec. Not wanting to leave an electronic trail for Wingate to follow, he paid cash for the tickets. 

 The fact that neither of them had any check in or carry on luggage raised some eyebrows, but airport security concerned itself more with baggage without passengers than with passengers without baggage. Payton told the woman at the ticket counter that their luggage would be sent on later. 

 It was now nearly eleven o’clock, and their flight took off in slightly more than an hour. Although people waiting to board one flight or another jammed the departure area, Payton didn’t want to chance being spotted standing around. Rather than wait for their flight to be called, he led Janet over to the immigration area. 

 By clearing immigration, and getting processed through security, they could get over to the departure gate and avoid having to wait in the crowded terminal. Payton figured that they would have a lesser chance of being spotted at the departure gate than they would have had in the terminal. 

 After they were cleared through security, they walked to Air Canada’s departure gate. Payton found two seats in the corner, where they waited quietly until the flight boarded. On schedule, Air Canada Flight 1207 took off from Heathrow bound for Quebec.

 










 




CHAPTER 30

 



 “What do you mean, you lost them?” Parker screamed into the phone. “They’re goddamned amateurs.” 

 Parker’s man tried to explain, but his heart wasn’t in it. “Our guy got trapped on the damned subway. His two way unit was useless that far underground, and by the time that he got to the next stop, Payton and the woman were gone.”

 “You mean you didn’t have a man on back-up watching them from the platform?” Parker yelled into the phone.

 “It looked like they were going out to eat, or sightseeing. I didn’t think. . . ”

 “You’re damned right you didn’t think,” Parker interrupted. “Scour the city until you find them. Before you hit the streets, check the hotel and see if their stuff’s still there. All I need is to find out that they’re not out for a quiet lunch for two!”

 Parker slammed down the phone and yelled for the Wizard. “Get on the computers and see if you have any plane tickets booked against any of those credit card numbers. Do it now.”

 While the Wizard was typing in new program changes to his search routine, Parker paced the room, pondering his predicament. Maybe the couple had simply changed their minds, and what appeared to be a sophisticated attempt at shaking their surveillance wasn’t. 

 On the other hand, Payton had pulled the rug out from under him before. No, he definitely didn’t like what had gone down in London. His carefully watched as his chickens had flown the coop. Wingate would be apoplectic. Parker decided to wait until his men in London confirmed what he already suspected. They were gone, but where?

 Parker went back to his desk and sat down. If the couple did blow off the surveillance team, where were they headed now? With Albright dead, there wasn’t anyone in England, or for that matter anywhere else, that could give Payton the information he needed to complete the puzzle. If they had disappeared, then it was a good bet that they were heading back to the States. 

 A few minutes later, Parker noticed the Wizard waiting at the door. “I’ve got something, Mr. Parker. I show reservations booked and paid for today on a flight to Dulles.”

 “For when? Today?”


 “I don’t know, but I can find out. It’ll take some time.”


 “Do it!”


 A half hour later, the phone rang, London calling. “We checked the hotel, and all their clothes are still in the room. I called down to the desk, and the desk clerk verified that Payton had paid his account through tomorrow. My guess is that they’re still here. What do you want us to do?”

 “Keep everyone watching the hotel. We’re checking the airlines here.” Parker slammed down the phone.

 Wingate’s head of security walked over to his office and closed the door behind him. He sat at his desk, propped up his feet on the corner of the desk, and leaned back in the chair. 

 Maybe his man in London was reasonably sure that Payton and the woman were still in England, but he wasn’t. So far they had grossly underestimated Payton. It seemed that no matter what he expected him to do, the man did the opposite. 

 Parker’s gut feeling told him that Payton and the Phillips woman were headed back to the States. Sure everything pointed to another day in London, but then why try to lose the tail? It didn’t make sense. 

 A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. When Parker looked up, the Wizard walked in. “Mr. Parker, the computer has a reservation for them to Dulles on tomorrow’s flight.”

 I knew it, Parker thought. Payton was making a break for it. They knew they were under surveillance. Well, Payton was coming home, and Parker’s people would be at the airport to meet them. There wouldn’t be any more screw-ups. He’d put round the clock surveillance on the gates at Dulles. As soon as they got the two of them to a nice quiet place, they’d both be history.


. . . . . .

 The objects of Parker’s wrath had booked first-class seats for one very good reason: Payton didn’t want to be seen, and there were more people in the coach section than in first class which increased the odds that someone might recall seeing them. He didn’t put it past Wingate’s security men to interview the arriving passengers. They’d have to talk to someone booked in first class before knowing for sure that Payton and Janet were aboard the flight. 

 With the airfares high even for coach class, he didn’t figure the first class section would be crowded It wasn’t. Most of the seats were empty. Once they were airborne, the stewardess brought the drink cart down the aisle, stopping where Payton and Janet sat.

 Payton smiled to himself.


 “Would you care for a drink before lunch?” the stewardess asked.


 He turned to Janet. “Do you want a drink?”


 “I’ll have a Bloody Mary,” Janet said


 Payton ordered a Martini. He thought that after everything that had happened in London, it was a fitting end to their trip.



. . . . . .

 Their flight followed the great circle route across the North Atlantic, landing at Quebec on schedule. By the time the plane touched down, Payton had worked out the details of his latest plan. 

 They would drive from Canada into the United States, and go directly to the Secret Service’s Washington office. Simple, straightforward, and unless Wingate had men covering every major North American airport, there shouldn’t be any problems. 

 His decision to get in touch with the Service was borne out of desperation. Time was running out, and Payton didn’t have any other leads to follow. It was the Secret Service or nothing. 

 After they cleared Canadian customs and immigration, Payton rented a car. They’d enter the United States in Maine, and then head south through Maryland into D.C. But Payton was still concerned about the extent of Wingate’s reach. 

 “I think it’d be a good idea to spend the rest of the day and tonight on this side of the border,” Payton told Janet after they left the parking lot. “I doubt Wingate can find out when we cleared U.S. Immigration, but I don’t want to risk it. So far, whenever I’ve underestimated Mr. Wingate, someone’s paid the price.” 

 Payton's thoughts were on Mark Albright. “As long as we make it this week, I’ll be satisfied. Besides, it’s better to get there a day later than not at all.”

 The couple checked into the airport hotel for the evening. 








CHAPTER 31

 




October 24th

 The next morning, Payton took Route 173 south, stopping only for U.S. Customs and Immigration at the border. They were cleared through without a problem. 

 Payton crossed the border and picked up Maine’s Route 201. It would take them diagonally across the state, intersecting with Interstate 95 north of Augusta. As they passed through the towns along the way, Payton seemed to be looking for something. Janet, tired from the flight, didn’t pay much attention to him. She figured that he was just being careful. After all they had been through, who wouldn’t be? In Jackman, Payton found exactly what he was looking for. 

 “I need to make a pit stop. Why don’t you wait in the car until I get back?”

 Janet nodded, then made herself comfortable. She had no idea what Payton wanted, but was fine with a nap. 

 Payton strode across the street and into the sporting goods store. Hunting season had opened all over the northeast, and the store obviously catered to the hunters’ needs. Equipment and accessories had taken over most of the display area. 

 One whole section was devoted to making sure that only the best-dressed people would be out in the woods surrounding Jackman. Iridescent jackets by the dozens hung from clothes racks next to camouflage pants and Maine hunting boots. 

 Payton walked past the clothing area to the middle of the store, where a row of waist high glass display cases marked the beginning of the gun section. The first case he came to contained hunting knives of all shapes and sizes. Buck knives with names like Woodsman, Woodsmate, and Lancer Executive adorned the felt covered shelves. 

 The next four held the store’s stock of handguns, although Payton couldn’t figure out what kind of four-footed game you hunted with a snub nose thirty eight. There must have been well over a hundred handguns for sale. But Payton’s interests didn’t lie with a handgun or knife.

 All along the sidewall, in two wooden racks, one above the other, stood the rifles and shotguns. Payton bought a Remington 870 twelve-gauge shotgun along with several boxes of shells, and then left the store. He went back to the rental car and put the packages in the trunk. 

 Then he walked over to the town’s hardware store. There he bought two C clamps, a hacksaw, some emery cloth, a package of sandpaper, a file, and a keyhole saw. When he got back to the car, Janet was there waiting for him. 

 “Did you get what you wanted?” she asked. She had seen him come out of the hardware store and couldn’t imagine what it was that he had been looking for. “Planning a major home renovation project?”

 “No, actually some minor modifications.”

 A few miles out of town, Payton pulled the car off the road. The wayside rest area had the usual complement of four heavy wooden picnic tables, a large metal trash can securely chained to the nearest tree, and restrooms. He went back to the trunk, and took out the shotgun. 

 Payton made a pencil mark on the barrel above the end of the tubular magazine. He unthreaded the steel cap the way the salesman had shown him, and slid the barrel away from the receiver. 

 With that done, he clamped the receiver to the nearest picnic bench, and using the keyhole saw, cut away most of the stock, leaving only the curved portion. This he filed until the wood was rounded and smooth almost in the shape of a pistol grip. The final touch-up, Payton did with the sandpaper. Payton threw the piece of wood he had cut off into the trash can.

 Janet watched him, unsure of exactly what he expected to accomplish, or even why he would go out and buy a brand-new shotgun only to virtually destroy it fifteen minutes later.

 Payton wrapped the barrel in his handkerchief, then secured it to the table using the two C clamps. Once he was satisfied that the barrel couldn’t move, he cut it off at the pencil mark. 

 He wiped his fingerprints from the scrap steel, and tossed it into the trash can. Using the emery cloth, he took off the burrs that resulted from his modifications. He then reassembled the shortened Remington 870. Finally, Payton took the clamps off the table, and placed them and the tools back into the trunk, which he closed only after removing the two boxes of shells. He took the sawed off shotgun with him.

 As soon as he was back inside, Janet was full of questions. “What are you doing?” 

 “We’ve been chased, bugged, tapped, watched, assaulted, and nearly killed. The final act of this play is just beginning, and I want to be sure that you and I get out of it intact. This,” he said holding up the shotgun, “will help us do that.”

 Payton didn’t for believe a minute that he could handle anything that Wingate threw at him. Right now he felt like a swimmer pursued by a great white shark. So far, he had eluded the shark a few times, but it was only a matter of time before the creature decided to stop toying with him. Then the game would be over. 

 In the meantime, Payton decided to practice what he had always told his clients. There was a time when it made sense to stop reacting, and start taking matters into your own hands. He had finally reached the point where he wasn’t going to be a passive player in Wingate’s game. 

 Payton remembered a saying that his father used to tell him. It went something along the lines, “God made all men equal; Sam Colt made some more equal than others”. The twelve gauge wasn’t going to even the sides much, but it might give him the element of surprise that had worked so well for them until now. 

 “You bought a brand new shotgun, then butchered it?”

 “I wanted a gun that packed a lot of power, and the twelve gauge fits the bill. But I also wanted something I could hide under a long coat. Cut down, it’s as illegal as hell, but a damned effective close range weapon.”

 Payton opened the box of shells and shoved six rounds into the gun. He jacked one into the chamber. With five rounds in the magazine and one ready to go, he switched on the safety before shoving another shell into the tubular magazine under the barrel. Now that the shotgun was fully loaded, he carefully positioned it and the two boxes of shells on the floor of the back seat on the passenger’s side, within reach if he needed it–covering it with his jacket.

 Right after they left the rest stop, Janet loosened her seat belt and curled up alongside Payton. The steady drone of the engine soon lulled her to sleep. As the miles slipped by, Janet slept the sleep of the innocent. 

 Halfway between Bangor and Augusta, they intersected I95. Payton glanced at the dash mounted digital clock. It had taken them a little over three hours to make the trip from the Canadian border. They stopped for gas and a bite to eat, then took the interstate south. 

 It took him another three hours to get to Boston. He asked Janet if she wanted to stay in the city overnight, but she told him that she’d like to keep going. It was only seven in the evening, but both of their internal clocks were tuned to London, where it was nearly midnight. In Connecticut they exited the turnpike and found a motel in which to spend the evening. It was nothing fancy, but sleep was the only thing they wanted. 


. . . . . .

 Bill Parker’s continuous surveillance of Dulles Airport hadn’t picked up any trace of the couple. His men met every international flight coming in from the United Kingdom, regardless of where it originated. Parker didn’t put it past Payton to take a flight to Edinburgh or some other UK city and then hop the transatlantic flight west. Being outmaneuvered again by a rank amateur grated on his nerves. He was keeping Wingate apprised of what was going on, but in spite of his failure to locate the couple, the old man still hadn’t pressed the issue. 

 As a last-minute measure, Parker sent backup teams to both Baltimore Washington International and Washington National airport’s–cheap insurance against Payton’s deciding to enter the States at an alternative point. What he didn’t count on was Payton’s flying to Canada and then driving south. Payton's resources were limited. Parker placed his bets on the three airports nearest the nation’s capital. He was wrong.

 Parker’s gut feeling kept gnawing away at him, saying that Payton was either on his way out of England or on a plane back to the States. He decided it was again time to share his thoughts with Wingate. Parker picked up the phone and called the mansion. Wingate’s secretary told Parker to come right up. The old man would see him right away.

 “No matter how I cut it,” Parker told Wingate, “it comes up the same way. Payton's figured out what’s going down and he’s headed home.”

 Wingate paced the library floor, fuming. “I agree, Payton's got it figured out. They may not know how, but from the looks of things, they know who. That’s too damned much.” 

 Parker didn’t say a word. There was a time to talk and a time to bite your tongue. This was the latter.


 “Reach out to our people in Washington, and let’s see if Payton does what I expect him to do.”


 “What’s that?”


 “I think our Mr. Payton is plenty scared. He’s somehow found himself smack in the middle of something that’s too big for him. He’s in way over his head. Payton will most likely contact the Secret Service. With any luck at all, we’ll find out where they’re staying. Stick with it.”








PART THREE


CHAPTER 32

 



 Around three o’clock, they hit the Capital Beltway. Payton took the Beltway around to the Baltimore Washington Parkway. Exiting at New York Avenue, he fought heavy traffic until he reached Eighteenth and G Streets, the address of the Secret Service’s headquarters facility. Once in the lobby, they passed the local bank’s branch office and a small sandwich shop before Janet saw the list of tenants posted near the elevators. 

 “Looks like the Secret Service has offices on several floors, but not the whole building,” she said, trying to decide which department they needed. Payton was also working his way down the list, looking for anything with the right-sounding name. 

 “Nothing here has the right ring to it,” Payton said. “Let’s try Protective Research on the eighth floor.”

 As soon as they got off the elevator, Janet saw a female uniformed security officer, seated behind what appeared to be bulletproof glass, at one end of the corridor. The woman looked up inquisitively as Payton approached.

 “We’d like to talk to someone responsible for protecting the President.”

 The Service was constantly bombarded by a wide range of unstable individuals. Most of the time, these people were harmless, but upon occasion, the person either was violent or became violent easily. 

 Walk-ins generally weren’t of a violent, but there was always the exception. The receptionist thought briefly about the panic button under the top edge of her desk, but this guy looked normal. There were no signs of fire in his eyes, and he didn’t fidget as he spoke to her. He knew exactly what he was doing. She dropped her right hand from the edge of the desk. “May I have your name, please.?"

 Payton gave her his name, which she made a note of on a scratch pad near her telephone. After checking an extension from her directory listing, she picked up the telephone and dialed the number. She said a few words into the phone, which Payton didn’t hear, then looked up. “Someone will be right with you, Mr. Payton.”

 The Secret Service’s intelligence operation fell under the Office of Protective Research, headed by an assistant director. Also included under the same division were the research and development arm of the organization and Technical Security Division. It was to the intelligence offices, the group that receives data relating to groups or individuals who might pose a threat to the President of the United States or to their other people that they protected, that the call announcing Payton's arrival was made. 

 A few minutes later, a special agent exited the door at the end of the hall. Since they were the only ones waiting, he walked right over to where they were standing. 

 “Hi, I’m Ross Whitman. How may I assist you?” Payton took in the agent: about forty, hair trimmed to regulation, conservative suit, all ready to pass judgment on them and their story. Agent Whitman smiled at them. Payton didn’t think he’d be smiling when they left.

 Payton introduced Janet and himself. Whitman shook hands with both of them. With the introductions out of the way, Payton said, “We have confidential information that could affect President Varrick’s safety. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

 “Certainly. Let me get you badged in.” The agent nodded his head at the receptionist, who reached into her drawer for visitor badges. 

 After they received their badges and had signed the visitors’ log for non-government personnel, Whitman guided them through the maze of offices, all furnished with standard gray government issue desks and chairs. 

 Whitman's office was located off a larger bull pen that housed at least half a dozen agents. Several people appeared busy at work, doing whatever it was that the Secret Service did when they weren’t guarding the President. Payton guessed that he was looking at a combination of agents and intelligence analysts.

 Whitman led them past the offices and into one of the interview rooms. Inside, several armless chairs surrounded a large rectangular conference table. On the wall over the table, Daniel Varrick’s smiling countenance looked down on them. On the side wall hung a molded plastic emblem of the United States Secret Service star–an attempt to brighten up the otherwise drab setting. 

 Ross Whitman closed the door. “Please have a seat. I’d like to hear what you have for us.” 

 As Payton began, Whitman picked up a yellow legal pad and a ballpoint pen. Walk-ins were nothing new. The Service had them at all their field offices at one time or another. Nine times out of ten, a walk-in was a waste of time, but each report had to be checked out before the alleged threat could be dismissed or otherwise discounted. 

 Whitman had never heard of a walk-in leading to a real threat against any of the Secret Service’s “protectees”. Nonetheless, each person who came across what he or she believed to be a threat against the President or vice President warranted careful review of the information. Of course, when that information alluded to some plot or conspiracy so preposterous as to be ludicrous, the Service filed the report but took no further action.

 “This is very awkward for us,” Payton said by way of explanation. “Neither Ms. Phillips nor I has ever been involved in anything this weird, for lack of a better term. By accident, we came across information that leads us to believe that there’s going to be an attempt on the President's life.”

 “What makes you think someone’s going to assassinate the President?” Whitman uncapped his ballpoint.

 Payton explained how he had gotten the errant E mail message and how Janet had deciphered it. Then, slowly, he brought Agent Whitman up to date.

 Payton fretted at not having a prepared oration ready. He’d had plenty of time to figure out what he was going to say when they got there. He had even thought about it on the trip across the Atlantic, and then again in the car down from Canada. Now as he spoke, everything seemed to come out in a hodgepodge of disjointed statements.

 The agent listened attentively to Payton's narrative, occasionally making a few notes. He wasn’t quite sure what he was dealing with. Payton didn’t seem like the kook type, but then you never knew. 

 “So you and Ms. Phillips began this whole odyssey as a result of an E mail message that Ms. Phillips decoded. Is that correct?”

 Janet had been sitting quietly, allowing Steve to do the talking. Although she hadn’t given it much thought, she realized that the reception she had expected from the Secret Service was not going to happen.

 “Agent Whitman,” Janet said, “what Mr. Payton told you is true. He received the email, obviously by accident, that I deciphered and that led us to Pine Lakes.”

 Whitman sat thinking for a moment. “Let’s deal with that end of this, if you will. 

 First Ms. Phillips, how do you know that Mr. Payton actually received that message in the first place? You weren’t there when he turned on his computer, so all you have to go on is his word.” Whitman saw Payton's face flush. 

 “Now don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that you’ve been on a wild goose chase. I’m trying to fill in some of the holes.”

 Janet thought about what Whitman had said. He was right that she hadn’t been there when Steve opened up his E mail box. But then, why would he lie? Whitman continued.

 “For all you know, Mr. Payton could have generated the message himself, not that I’m saying he did. But all right, let’s say that you got this transmittal from God-knows-where, then what did you do?”

 With Payton obviously seething, Janet carried on. “I contacted some friends of mine who work at UniNet–it was their database–and they were able to give me the general location of the source.”

 “And that was Pine Lakes?” Whitman interjected.

 Janet nodded. “So we went up there. We figured that once we had some additional proof, we could give all our evidence to the police.”

 “I see,” Agent Whitman said. Payton didn’t like the tone of that response.

 “You rented a farm outside of Pine Lakes. What happened then?”

 “We checked out the area, trying to determine who could be behind what we believed to be a murder plot. That’s when we settled more or less on Charles Wingate.”

 That name drew a reaction from the otherwise passive agent. “The financier?” Agent Whitman asked incredulously.

 “Yes,” Payton watched as the agent made a note on the pad, underlining it several times.

 Payton went on. “At that time, I didn’t know who the intended target was, so I went out to look over Wingate’s estate. I couldn’t find anything out. Right after that I started feeling that we were being watched.”

 Complete paranoia, Whitman thought. “Watched? What do you mean watched?”


 “You know. We weren’t alone. Like someone else was around.”


 “I see,” the agent said with more than a hint of disbelief.


 “I made at least one trip into Pine Lakes where someone from Wingate’s estate followed me into town and then back to the farm. 

 “Then during a routine trip to my office, the building maintenance supervisor told me that two men from the telephone company had been in to service my phones. I hadn’t had any problems with the phones, and never called for service. 

 “I figured someone had bugged the office, or the phones.” Payton didn’t like the way this interview was unfolding. The more he talked, the more his paranoia echoed. 

 When he paused, Agent Whitman cut in, “Did you subsequently find out that your office phones had been bugged?”

 “Why no, but that’s what it had to be. Like I said, I never called the phone company.”

 “But you don’t know for a fact the phones were bugged, do you?” the agent asked pressing the point. “I mean no one from the telephone company or police checked the phones to see if they had been bugged–right?”

 “No, sir, I don’t know that the office phones had been bugged, but they tapped the phones at the farmhouse. I saw the bug.”

 Agent Whitman sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “I don’t mean to be difficult, but I’m trying to understand all this. Please excuse my questions. Are you experienced in either telephone systems or electronics, Mr. Payton?”

 “No. I’ve installed a couple of extension phones, but I don’t have any formal training in either area.”

 “Then you wouldn’t know if what you saw was supposed to be there or not, would you?” Whitman asked pointedly.

 “I checked the other phones in the house. None of the other lines had the same electronic module wired into the line that the bedroom phone had. It had to be some sort of wiretap or bug.”

 “Please continue, Mr. Payton.”

 Payton explained that he and Janet had been watched by people who worked for Charles Wingate, although he knew that again he lacked the needed proof. The more he talked, the more defensive he sounded. Worse, what seemed like so many irrefutable facts to him at the time, didn’t carry the same weight in the harsh light of day. He sensed that Ross Whitman felt the same way.

 “A week ago, we decided to leave Pine Lakes. Both Ms. Phillips and I were concerned for our safety.”

 “Because you felt that you were being followed, and your phones were tapped?” The agent leaned forward to study Payton as he would a specimen under a magnifying glass.

 “Yes and because I had been in touch with Mark Albright right after his father’s death. He asked us to meet him in London. With the heat turned up in Pine Lakes, going to London had a hell of lot of merit, Agent Whitman.”

 “Did you meet with Mark Albright?” 

 “Not exactly. We met Mark at Wapping station as planned. When we got there, someone had stabbed him. Before he died, he told me that Charles Wingate was behind his father’s death. He also said that Wingate was planning to assassinate the President.”

 Agent Whitman was busy jotting down notes. Then he turned to Janet. “Were you there when Mark Albright talked to Mr. Payton?”


 Janet paused. “Yes, but not within earshot.”


 “Then you can’t substantiate his story?” Whitman asked, gesturing toward Payton.


 Janet thought for a minute, and then said, “I guess not. But I’m sure it’s true.”


 Whitman didn’t bother with a response. “Then what happened?” the agent asked Payton.


 “I had told Ms. Phillips that if anything happened at the meeting, she should make her way back to the hotel, which she did. After she cleared out of the station, one of Wingate’s men tried to kill me.”

 “They tried to kill you, Mr. Payton?”


 Payton tried to quell his rising anger. “Yes. After we found Mark dead, a man tried to push me under a subway train.”


 “Obviously, you survived.” Whitman stated, trying hard not to show his disbelief in what he was hearing.


 “Would you have found my story more convincing had I been killed, Agent Whitman?” Payton snapped, his patience at its end. Either Whitman believed what he was telling him or he didn’t. If he didn’t there wasn’t any sense in going on.

 “Please remain calm. As I said before, I need to get all this down. I’m sure that you both have been under considerable pressure these past weeks. Maybe an objective third party’s perspective is what’s needed,” the agent said trying to ease the tension in the room.

 “Stop trying to patronize me,” Payton said, biting his lip. “You don’t believe a word I’ve said.”

 Whitman let the comment pass. “Let’s get back to Mark Albright’s murder. After you made it back to your hotel, did you or Ms. Phillips report this to the British authorities?” 

 “No, it would only complicate matters. I decided that it was a better bet to get back here as soon as possible. The following day, I saw this article in the London paper.” Payton handed Whitman the page he cut out reporting Mark Albright’s death.

 Agent Whitman read the London Times story. “According to this, the local police feel that Mr. Albright was killed during a robbery. All his valuables were taken. Why do you believe he was killed, to keep him quiet?”

 “First of all, not all his valuables were stolen. The killer or killers wanted to make it look like a robbery, but that was only to mask their actual intent. Had it been a real holdup, they would have taken his passport too.” Payton was certain that he had scored.

 “You could be right or the robbers or robber could have overlooked the passport.” 

 Their theories about the assassination plot fell like water off a duck’s back. Payton was crestfallen. He glanced over to Janet, but the look in her eyes told him that she couldn’t help him. Payton gave the agent a black look. Even a blind man could see that Whitman wasn’t about to initiate an investigation that would immediately sweep up such a distinguished financier as Charles Wingate.

 Rising from behind the table, Agent Whitman said, “Well Mr. Payton, Ms. Phillips, I think we should call it a day. I’ll complete my report and pass it along. We’ll see what my supervisor wants to do next.” 

 As if there was ever any doubt in Whitman’s mind. The Service had always been a highly political organization. A new director had been named recently, and the first thing that he’d done was to get rid of senior managers who had been appointed by his predecessor. 

 Even Ted Spencer, Special Agent in Charge of the Intelligence Division, had been on the job less than six weeks. Whitman and his family had lived in the Washington suburbs for nearly twelve years. He didn’t want some nut case screwing things up to the point where one of the new powers that be decided Whitman should be running a field office in Idaho—or worse. 

 “Are you going back to Pine Lakes tonight or will you be staying over in Washington?”

 They hadn’t discussed what they were going to do after meeting with the Secret Service. Payton knew of the airport motel, and figured that it would be as good a place to stay as any place else. “Tonight, we’ll be at the airport motel, over by National. If we decide to check out tomorrow, I’ll give you a call.”

 “That’ll be fine. Thank you both for taking the time to come in. Like I said, we don’t dismiss threats against anyone we’re tasked with protecting. I’ll see you out.”

 They left the Intelligence Division’s offices and took the elevator down to the lobby. The Secret Service’s lackluster response was a body blow to Payton's plans. 

 As soon as they exited the building, he said, “I watched Whitman’s reactions. He doesn’t believe for a minute that one of the President's best friends is conspiring to kill him. He’s written the whole thing off as the ranting of a paranoid, overworked lawyer. Whitman will be the good little public servant, and write up his report. That way, he covers his butt, but the bottom line is that the Secret Service isn’t going to do a damned thing different from what they normally do. 

 “You can rest assured that if anyone knows how they protect the President, it’s Charles Wingate, and he wouldn’t be spending all that money unless he had found a hole in their protective shield. He’s going to exploit that, and when he does, Ansel Darby will be our new President.”

 “Who knows what Whitman will do? Maybe he believed more of what you said than you think,” Janet retorted.


 “Uh-uh. He doesn’t believe a word of it. Well, at least now I know how Cassandra felt,” Steve said.


 “Who?” Janet asked, her curiosity piqued.


 “Cassandra from Greek mythology–you know, the Trojan War. It was Cassandra who told her people to beware of the Trojan Horse. She warned them, just the way we warned the Secret Service. The Trojans didn’t buy Cassandra’s story any more than Whitman believed us,” Steve said, annoyed. 

 Payton had been counting on the Secret Service’s enthusiastic support, even if the organization had their doubts about Charles Wingate’s involvement. If they even gave him the benefit of the doubt, the increased security alone might put a crimp in Wingate’s plans. 

 As it was, they were nowhere. Remaining in Washington seemed pointless. They might draw some additional attention from the Secret Service, but they weren’t going to get anywhere with such a thinly supported story. After all, why anyone would believe that the President's best friend was planning his assassination? Wingate held all the aces.

 “The Secret Service is going to let us sit here while they finish doing their background checks. In the meantime, Wingate’s hired gun will go ahead with the assassination,” Steve said, disgusted at the turn of events.

 “If the agency responsible for protecting the President's content to sit back and do zilch, what can we possibly do?” Janet asked.

 “I’m not sure, but you can bet we’re not going to sit here twiddling our thumbs just because Whitman’s content to keep his head in the sand. The assassination’s definitely going to take place at Camp David,” Payton stated firmly. “I think we ought to move closer to the Presidential retreat. Maybe we can somehow put a crimp in Wingate’s plan.”

 Janet thought about what Steve had said. He made plenty of sense. “We sure as hell better, because if we don’t we’ll be next. Wingate certainly won’t leave any loose ends hanging around. Remember what happened when Kennedy was assassinated?” Janet asked. “Anyone who even remotely knew anything about the plot died mysteriously.” 

 Payton nodded, then added, “Even if the Secret Service foils the assassination attempt, but can’t tie it to Wingate, we’re in the soup. No matter how you cut it, we’re not out of this until the whole conspiracy is tied back to Charles Wingate. Come on. Let’s get out of here. I’m beat. I need a shower and some sleep.”

 They took Seventeenth Street to the Arlington Memorial Bridge, crossing over the Potomac. When they got to the motel, Payton parked the car along the side where the older rooms were. 

 The motel had a main multistory building and a block of older rooms in a U-shaped array along the side of the main building. He didn’t want to be in the tower, preferring the easy access of the first floor rooms. After he parked the car, he turned to Janet. “We’ll take two rooms. One I’ll put under my name, and the other we’ll pay cash for and list under your mother’s maiden name.”

 Janet didn’t see why Steve was going to all this trouble. “Why two?” she asked.

 “I don’t want us to be sitting ducks. If Wingate’s people are scouring the hotels and motels looking for us, and they find out we’re here, we’re dead. We’ll take the two rooms, make sure that they’re interconnecting, but only use the one in your name. That way, if Whitman calls us, we’ll hear the phone.”

 The clerk thought their request odd. Most of the couples who rented rooms were lovers on an assignation. They used one room, not two, and then only for a few hours, or at most overnight. Payton told the man not to volunteer that they had taken a second room, sealing his request with a hundred dollar bill. The money was more than the clerk made the entire day, and there was little doubt in Payton's mind that he would cooperate if anyone showed up.

 As soon as they got to the rooms, Payton unlocked the connecting doors. He went back out to the car and brought in the shotgun, careful to keep it covered. He put the Remington on the bed, and the boxes of shells on the nightstand. 

 Janet started laughing. “Here we are, back from London, international travelers, and what do we have to show for our trip? One twelve gauge sawed off shotgun–no clothes, no souvenirs–just a gun!”

 Even Payton had to admit that under any other circumstances, this whole scene seemed ludicrous. “I guess we’d better find a drugstore, not to mention a place where we can pick up some clothes.”

 Payton lifted the side of the mattress from the queen-size bed, and shoved the shotgun in the middle of the bed between the box spring and the mattress. He started to smooth out the blanket and spread so the maid wouldn’t wonder why it was disheveled, but Janet walked over, stripped the spread off the bed, and rumpled the blanket and sheet. 

 Seeing a surprised look on Payton's face she said, “Now if the maid comes in to drop off towels, she’ll think that we made good use of the bed like their other customers. There’s no sense in disappointing the old woman.”

 Payton put the shells in the closet, and grabbed his jacket as he and Janet headed out again.


. . . . . .

 When Ross Whitman got back to his office, he found Ted Spencer waiting for him. The senior agent was sitting at Whitman’s desk, perusing the report that Whitman had filed after getting rid of Payton. “What’s that all about?” the senior agent asked as Whitman sat at his desk.

 “I’ve been with the Division for four years now, and I guess that I’ve seen them all, but this guy takes the cake.” 

 During his assignment with the Intelligence Division, Whitman had interviewed people who posed a threat to the safety of the President. Many of them walked the streets, free, while others remained in various mental wards. Some interviewees had told Whitman that they were on a mission for God. Others had heard voices. 

 By now, Whitman knew how to categorize each story that he heard. He put Payton in the one set aside for those people who posed no threat to the President, but were certain that someone else was. The agent spent the next fifteen minutes describing the hour spent with Payton and Janet Phillips. Whitman summarized his evaluation.

 “I can’t believe that Payton thought one of the President's oldest friends was plotting to assassinate him.”

 “You’re still going to file a report on it, aren’t you?” Spencer asked. Any agent who conducted an interview such as the one Whitman had had with Payton was required to file a mental-evaluation report. Depending upon its recommendations, the interviewee could be released or held for a three-day psychiatric evaluation at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington. 

 The procedures called for a comprehensive written report filed within a day of the incident, and the new boy on the block wasn’t about to put his career on the line no matter what. 

 “Sure, but it’s a waste of time,” Whitman said. “We can’t arrest him or the woman since neither of them directly threatened the President. Besides, I don’t think he’s certifiably nuts.” 

 “Run Payton's name through the computers and see if the Bureau or the Agency has something on him.” 

 Both organizations provided intelligence data to the Secret Service whenever an ongoing operation or investigation uncovered information that could affect the safety of the President. When the Secret Service first made it known they were interested in this kind of information, they couldn’t get their hands on enough material. 

 But after the flow of facts reached gigantic proportions, the Service established guidelines to filter the data being forwarded to them for analysis and possible investigatory action. 

 During the Nixon era, there were tens of thousands of names in the Secret Service’s files. Some of those people posed a real threat to the President, while others were there for political reasons. Since the mid seventies, the list had been pared down to only those people who posed a true threat to the President.

 “Better also get a telex off to London, and see what the Metropolitan Police have on the Albright murder.”

 “Will do. I’ll also check to see if Payton or the Phillips woman show up on our list of quarterlies.” The quarterlies is the list of several hundred potential assassins whom the Service keeps close tabs on. Whenever the President visits a city, the quarterlies in the area are located and checked out. 

 “What about alerting Allen Thiesse at PPD?”

 “Not unless you want us to be the laughingstock of the Service. PPD’s on distribution for all of our reports. If they read it and have any questions, fine. They’ll call. Otherwise, I think we should keep away from this one.”

 “All right, but I want to see what the locals can dig up on Payton and the Phillips woman. Send out a standard inquiry to the Maryland State Police, Baltimore PD, and whatever local or county department covers Pine Lakes. Who knows, they might have a history of problems with this guy. Do we know how to reach him if we need him?”

 “Sure. He’s staying over at the airport motel near National. I’ll get those inquiries out first thing Monday morning.”

 “Better do it tonight. I’d rather be in the process of doing some investigatory work on this one if anyone gets around to asking about it.” 

 The SAIC got up and walked out of Whitman’s office. Halfway out the door, he stopped. “Oh, and Ross, have a nice weekend.”

 Ross Whitman wanted to get out of Washington before rush hour, but that wasn’t going to happen. He picked up his phone to call his wife to let her know that he’d be home late–again.


. . . . . .

 Bill Parker had limited respect for the electronic systems arrayed all over what used to be his living room. If he had to depend on someone or something other than himself, he’d rather it be human intelligence and sheer force, rather than the morass of data these so-called electronic marvels produced. 

 This time things were different; Payton and the Phillips woman had left his human assets standing by the side of the road. First his people blew the surveillance on the farm, allowing the couple to get out of the country. Then they got taken again by Payton's fake-out in London. Granted his London team had managed to keep Mark Albright from ever meeting with Payton, but that was it.

 Meanwhile, the Wizard had a line on the couple. He was busy at work monitoring the telex traffic between Washington and the various local police agencies. Parker also had feelers out to his contacts in several police departments, so that if they missed any telex transmittals, at least they wouldn’t be totally blindsided again. One way or the other, he’d find out where they were staying, and finish the job his men had bungled in London.








CHAPTER 33

 



 Parker figured that at any moment, Wingate’s patience would, once and for all, dissipate. Each morning, he hoped to have good news for his boss, and each day his hopes were dashed. On Saturday, Parker’s phone rang. It was Wingate, and he wanted to meet.

 As Parker walked into the library, Wingate gestured toward one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Since I haven’t heard anything but bad news or no news at all, I suppose you still haven’t found Payton and the Phillips woman,” Wingate said, tapping his pencil impatiently on his desk pad.

 Parker knew better than to beat around the bush. “We’re still working it, but we don’t have a single lead yet.” Parker kept his voice professional, neither proffering apologies nor trying to defend his position. 

 “Payton has been a thorn in our side since he came to Pine Lakes,” Wingate said, “I don’t have any idea how this small-time lawyer got wind of what we’ve got in store for President Varrick, but he’s managed to outsmart us. . . ”

 Parker knew that meant him in particular.

 “. . . from the start. It’s time to put an end to Payton's meddling. I want him found, and I mean found 

 I want him and his girlfriend taken out. I don’t care if it looks like an accident or not–just get it done. By the time this week’s over, there are going to be enough bodies lying around that two more aren’t going to make a helluva lot of difference. Is that clear?” The veins in Wingate’s forehead and neck stood out like highways on a map. Wingate was losing it.

 “Yes, sir.” Parker left the mansion and headed back to the guesthouse. He’d gotten his marching orders.


 . . . . . .


 When Parker returned to his office he found the computers down and the Wizard waiting for him.


 “Where’s everybody?” Parker asked, ready to jump all over the man. “Why are the machines off?” 


 “Because we know where they are,” the Wizard replied laconically.


 “Where?”


 “They’re at the motel near Washington National–the one near the Pentagon.”


 “How did you find them?” Parker asked wanting to know if this information came by way of deduction or fact.


 “The Secret Service is doing a background check on Payton. They were kind enough to request information from several local police departments. We got the message the same time they did,” the Wizard said, smiling his Cheshire cat smile.

 Parker made a quick note. He turned to the Wizard. “Good work. Don’t tear down the computers until we’re sure we won’t need them again. I want you to stick around in case I need you, but you don’t have to hang around here. There’s enough to do on the estate to entertain yourself. I’ll call you if I want you.” 

 As the Wizard beat his retreat, Parker was already busy on the phone.

 . . . . . .

 



 The two were the best there was in their given field. Where others failed, they succeeded. In days gone by, notches on their gun handles would have been a measure of their success. At this late hour they hit no traffic, making good time getting to the airport motel. 

 They pulled their car into the motel parking lot, and found a space close to the exit. The two men wanted to be able to get out of there fast if anything went awry. 

 The motel’s units mapped out a rectangular parking lot. At each corner, sodium vapor lamps cast a reddish hue over the yellow-striped asphalt lot. An additional light stood at the intersection of the two lines of rooms. 

 In spite of the lights, shadows rippled across the front of the motel. As the men made their way from the car, the sound of jets taking off from nearby Washington National Airport echoed through the darkness.

 They were not going to underestimate Payton. He could be armed, and the last thing they wanted was to make themselves perfect targets silhouetted in the doorway of the lighted parking lot. 

 The outside lights had to go, and they had to go quietly. The team’s junior member took out a Ruger Mark II target pistol that had been worked over by one of the commercial firms engaged in providing suppressed or, as they were sometimes referred to as, silenced, weapons. To ensure that there was no crack from the bullet’s breaking the sound barrier, they had loaded the gun with subsonic Dynamit Nobel twenty-two caliber bullets. In the right hands, the Ruger could punch holes in the center ring of the standard twenty five yard slow fire pistol target all day long.

 The man checked to make sure no one was about before sighting in the first of the parking lot lamps. He squeezed the trigger. 

 The light flared once, then went dark. In succession, he took out each of the remaining four lights. None of the room lights came on, nor did anyone bother trying to see what was going on in the parking lot. They were ready to deal with Payton. 

 He put the Ruger back in its case in the trunk of the car. The small caliber handgun was fine for plinking lights or close in work, but it would never do the job they needed done.

 Both men removed nine millimeter Ingram MAC 10 submachine guns from the trunk. They screwed the suppressors to the barrels of both weapons, and pulled the slides back to their cocked position. With the selector switch set to full automatic, the guns were ready. 

 Loaded with subsonic nine millimeter rounds, the suppressed weaponry probably wouldn’t be heard in the next room. At over six hundred rounds per minute however, the gun put out a lethal hail of lead. 

 When they located Payton's room, they carefully picked the lock. The chain provided a false sense of security. Even latched, it would never withstand the force of a full grown man throwing himself against the door. They opened the door a crack. Unable to see in the dark, one of the men slid a knife along the gap between the door and the jamb. The chain was off.

 Both men had a long history of counterterrorist experience. One of them would go in low, covering the room and sighting their target. The other would stay clear of any possible return fire, ready to provide supporting fire. 

 On cue, the support man kicked the door open, making sure that it swung out of his partner’s way. As soon as the door opened, the other team member jumped into the room, assuming a crouched position with the MAC 10 ready to go. His partner covered the right side of the room from the left of the entrance. It was quiet. Nothing moved, and there was no return fire.

 Slowly, the two men eased in. While one man scanned the interior, his partner turned on the lights at the switch near the doorway. They were too late. The room was empty, although in need of maid service. They closed the door, and checked out the connecting room door. It was closed and locked, apparently from both sides. 

 Finally they rifled the trash for anything that might give Parker an idea of where the couple had gone. Again, they found nothing. Turning off the lights, they pulled the door shut. Keeping the MACs under their coats, they walked back to their car. They’d call Parker from there. He wouldn’t be having a good night.








CHAPTER 34

 



 




October 26th

 The Secret Service prides itself on its effective worldwide communications capabilities. Designed by the White House Communications Agency, the same group that ensures that the President and vice President can communicate from anywhere in the world, the system uses a Department of Defense satellite system giving the Service full coverage in the continental United States. 

 Even the paging system used by the senior agents was special. Their pagers could be set to beep or vibrate upon receipt of a properly coded signal. It wasn’t uncommon to see an agent suddenly get up from a meeting and head for a telephone even though no characteristic beeping sound was heard. It was that system that reached out for Ted Spencer mid-morning on Sunday.

 When Spencer called in, Ross Whitman answered the phone. “What’s up, Ross?” Spencer asked, annoyed at being called away from brunch with his wife and their friends.

 “Payton's flown the coop, sir,” Agent Whitman answered, his tone completely professional, although he was unsure what the ramifications of his statement would be. 

 “We tried to get in touch with him this morning–to make sure he was still there. When I didn’t get an answer at his room, I sent two agents over to the motel. He and Janet Phillips were gone. The room had been paid for in advance, but they had apparently left.”

 Whitman had tossed Spencer a hot one. If he sounded the alarm and made a big deal with the guys at PPD only to find that Payton was a harmless crank, he’d be the laughingstock of the Service. If, on the other hand, Payton was a threat to the President and Spencer delayed taking action, then he could kiss his career good bye. Spencer’s ambition included assuming the directorship one day not too far in the future. A critical mistake in judgment now would cut short his chances. 

 Whitman had said his piece. Now it was up to Spencer to decide what to do. That’s why the SAIC got paid the big bucks. If Spencer hesitated, Whitman would back up his conclusions with a written memo. He had been an agent long enough to know how to cover his ass. So did Spencer.

 “Put Payton's name in the computer and notify the guys over at PPD. Then alert the security teams at Bandbox and Cactus.” The senior agent used the call signs of the Uniformed Division at the White House and the security contingent at Camp David.

 “I’ll get on it right away. What level should I assign to Payton?” Whitman asked his boss. The Secret Service used to assign potential threats to the safety of the President to a single list called the quarterlies. Over the years, it had become necessary to discriminate between types of threats, so the Service ranked them from one to three. Class Three was the highest. It would be interesting to see what Spencer, the consummate bureaucrat, would do.

 “Make Payton a Class Two.”


 “Anything else?” Whitman asked.


 “No. If something else comes up, page me.” 


 Whitman hung up the phone. It was going to be a busy Sunday.









CHAPTER 35

 



 



 The STU III secure telephone in the command center rang twice before the officer of the day answered it. He spoke a few words into the phone, then looked around for his CO. 

 “Captain Cantrell, there’s an urgent call for you from Blackboard.” Cantrell wondered what the Secret Service’s Intelligence Division wanted. As Cantrell looked up from reviewing an assignment roster, the OD added, “An Agent Whitman’s holding for you, sir. Says its got to do with a protective intelligence matter.”

 Cantrell was the epitome of the perfect marine, ramrod straight and raring to go. Strikingly handsome, he had bright green eyes that never missed a move. 

 Cantrell walked over to the encrypted telephone and took the handset from the OD. “Captain Cantrell speaking.”


 With the other divisions briefed about Payton, Ross Whitman needed to let Cantrell’s Marines in on what was going on.


 “Good morning, Captain. This is Ross Whitman at Blackboard. We need to go secure.” Something was brewing.


 Whitman inserted, then turned his personal activation key in the telephone’s front panel. When Captain Cantrell did the same, the STU III read the keys’ classification codes. Both keys were encoded for the same classification level. The front panel display flashed TOP SECRET. 

 As soon as the line was secure, Agent Whitman briefed the Marine officer on what they had on Steven Payton and Janet Phillips. He explained that the Secret Service now considered Payton a threat to the President, and that Camp David had come up in during the interview. 

 “I presume although you haven’t been officially notified yet, that you expect Cutter to be here sometime this week?” Whitman asked, using the President's code name.

 “We’re aware that Cutter has been using Aspen to prepare his economic program,” Cantrell said referring to the President's lodge. 

 “I don’t know that he’ll be up there this week, but it’s a safe bet to assume you’ll be seeing more of him as he finalizes his plans. Better brief your men and keep a close eye pealed for Payton and his girlfriend. We’ll send up their photographs by secure fax later today.”

 Once the conversation ended, Captain Cantrell switched off the STU III, and pocketed his key. He turned to the Marine sergeant handling base communications, and said, “Contact Lieutenant Damoni. Ask him to meet me here ASAP.” 

 Cantrell left his office to find Lieutenant Michael Damoni waiting for him. Damoni saluted as his CO approached. Unlike his CO, Damoni was not a man whose chosen profession anyone would guess had he not been in uniform. Soft-spoken and with a gentle manner, Damoni was well respected by the men in his company.

 Cantrell said, “At ease, Lieutenant. Let’s walk.” They left the security building near the main gate, and started down the access road. 

 “Secret Service intelligence has issued an alert that includes us here at Camp David. It seems they’ve run across what could be a plot to assassinate the President.”

 Damoni was paying careful attention to everything his CO said. He was relatively new to Camp David’s Marine detachment. Unlike Cantrell, Damoni had made his way up through the ranks, bridging the gap between the enlisted and officer corps by taking on Officers Candidate School. Mike Damoni’s acceptance into the rigorous course was proof of his value to the Corps. 

 The lieutenant served as Cantrell’s principal liaison to all the enlisted personnel assigned to the base. The detachment normally ran at peak efficiency. When the occasional problem arose, however, Cantrell had learned that his lieutenant was quick to get it resolved. 

 As they passed Sycamore Lodge, a smaller stone cabin located a few hundred yards down on the left side of the road, Cantrell briefed his lieutenant on the information given to him by Agent Whitman. “I’m not sure where all this is going. We’ve had a lot of these incidents over the years, and so far, other than an occasional protester, things have been quiet up here. Nonetheless, we’d better put out a hundred and ten percent for the next few weeks.”

 Cantrell had wrapped up his briefing by the time that the two men neared Walnut Lodge. “If the Service gets more information pointing to trouble up here, they’ll be all over the place. Remind your men that, as usual, we’re working closely with them. I’ve also noticed that the main gate detail is getting a little lax in checking visitor IDs. Better post orders reminding the detail to verify each visitor’s identity against the photos sent up by the White House. 

 “The President plans to use Aspen to finalize his economic program, so I expect we’ll see more of him from now until he goes public. Remind the patrols to be particularly alert when President Varrick is on site, but I don’t want them so tight that they get too tense.” Damoni remembered the time that a Marine response team scared the crap out of a Secret Service agent who was guarding the President on a late night walk.

 “I’ll get on it immediately,” Lieutenant Damoni said. “Anything else, skipper?”

 “No. That should hold it for now. I’ll keep you posted as we get additional information.”

 They parted as Lieutenant Damoni walked back toward his cubicle in the security cabin. Normally Camp David was quiet, except when the President came up for the weekend or had visiting dignitaries staying over. Cantrell preferred it that way. He didn’t like knowing that there might be someone out there intent upon assassinating the President of the United States. He had crack troops at David, more than just pretty faces. If push came to shove, they’d do their jobs efficiently.

 Cantrell hiked over to the one-hole golf course Dwight Eisenhower had installed when he was President. Since George Bush had left office, the course hadn’t been used much. Bill Clinton had preferred the fancy courses in southern California. 

 Nonetheless, the view across the mountains was spectacular. Even the early morning mist shrouding the mountain peaks still hadn’t burnt off yet. Cantrell took a deep breath. The air was cold and crisp. In a few short weeks, the cold, stark winter would be upon them.








CHAPTER 36

 



 



 When they got to Frederick, Janet suggested they continue farther north to Thurmont. The town was considerably smaller, and quieter, which suited her disposition more than heavily commercialized Frederick. From Payton's perspective, Thurmont was also closer to the Catoctin Mountain National Forest, and therefore made more sense logistically. 

 The sign in front of the motel announced room rates by the day, week, or month. In light of how many times they’d moved, by the day seemed like a great idea to Payton. On the way up from Washington, he had stopped off at Baltimore Washington International airport and exchanged their rental car for a new one. By now, he figured, the old one would be plenty hot. 

 The motel they found was part of a motel restaurant combination, the latter featuring family style home cooking. By the time they got into town, both of them were hungry. 

 They parked the car and went into the restaurant. The hostess seated them near one of the front windows, but away from the other diners. 

 “All right, Steve. We’re here. Now what are we going to do?” Janet asked, after the waitress took their iced tea orders.

 “I’ve been thinking about all this. We can’t prove that Wingate is behind the plot to kill President Varrick. The more questions Whitman asked me, the more doubts even I had that we were on the right track. Convincing someone else is all but impossible.” Payton stopped talking when their drinks arrived, but continued as soon as the departing waitress was out of earshot. 

 “On the other hand, we know more than anyone thinks. Given the security at Camp David, the assassin’s going to have to use some sort of stand-off weapon like a sniper-rifle or maybe even some kind of surface-to-air missile–a Redeye or Stinger. 

 “Most likely, the President’s helicopters have some kind of countermeasure system, so I’d tend to write off a missile attack. That leaves us with a sniper, and that means the killer has to be in a direct line of sight with the President. If the assassin can find a suitable spot, so can we. If we locate his hide, we stand a chance of calling in the authorities and stopping him.”

 “And what happens if we can’t locate this...hide?” Janet asked. “After all, there’s what, about twenty square miles of park to cover. How are we even going to find Camp David, much less search the area around it?”

 “Good question. I’ve been thinking about that too. First, we’re going to try the direct approach.”


 “Which is?” 


 “We’re going to drive up to the Visitor’s Center, and ask them where Camp David is.”


 “And you expect them to tell us?” Janet asked him incredulously.


 “They might. And if they do, we’ll be that much further ahead. If they refuse, we’ll find it ourselves.”


 Janet had developed respect for Steve’s abilities, even if they weren’t honed to a razor’s edge. On the other hand, she saw no easy way to locate the site on their own. 

 “How are we going to find Camp David if they won’t tell us where it is? That’s a car out there...” she nodded toward where they had parked the rental, “. . . not a helicopter.”

 “Right. But follow me for a minute. First, not everyone who’s invited comes up to Camp David does so by helicopter. You’ve seen news broadcasts of visitors or the press driving up. If they drive from Washington, then there has to be a road. If there is, then it has to intersect one of the larger ones in the area. If worse comes to worse, we’ll start at Route 77, which runs along the park’s southern edge, and take every right turn into the park until we find the one leading to Camp David. We’ll know we’ve gotten the right road when the car’s surrounded by irate Marines and Secret Service agents. I’ll bet you they even have a sign at the checkpoint that says ‘Camp David’.” 

 “And you really think the Secret Service is going to let us go banging on their front door, and then do nothing about it?”

 “No, I’m sure they’ll be very interested in knowing we’re in the area. On the other hand, we won’t have broken any laws, so what can they do? I’d like nothing better than to have the Secret Service or Park Police follow us from now until hell freezes over. At least we wouldn’t have to worry about Wingate’s people. Besides, if we draw enough attention, we might throw a monkey wrench into Wingate’s plans.”


. . . . . .

 After lunch, they walked over to the motel’s office and registered. Payton used his mother’s maiden name and prayed that the cash he dropped on the counter would preclude a request for identification. 

 Their room was clean, but plainly furnished. Photographs depicting rustic scenes apparently from the surrounding area, hung on the walls. A fireplace was on the outside wall near the side of the room, and some kindling and logs had been stacked on the brick hearth.

 “If we’re going hiking in the mountains, I think it’s time for some new clothes,” Janet said as soon as they were settled in. “We probably ought to burn these in the fireplace,” she said, gesturing toward her clothes.

 “You’re right. Let’s find someplace where we can pick up some clothes and camping equipment. We’ll probably need it.”

 They locked the door and drove down Route 15 toward Frederick. Payton told Janet their clothing buys should be somewhere other than in Thurmont, where the two of them, buying a complete outdoor wardrobe, not to mention camping supplies, would quite likely cause a stir with the locals. 

 Frederick would be perfect–there they’d be like any other couple planning a camping trip. It didn’t take long to find a store specializing in outdoor clothes and camping equipment. Janet went off to the women’s section, and came back half an hour later laden with several pairs of jeans, four flannel shirts, a ski jacket, heavy socks, and a pair of hiking boots. Payton's wardrobe selection was about the same, but he also picked out a small knapsack, two canteens, and one double sleeping bag.

 As they headed back to the car, each with enough clothes to last them for a week, they passed a newspaper vending machine. Janet shoved in two quarters and bought a copy of the early evening paper. On the way back to Thurmont, while Payton drove, she scanned the paper for any relevant news.

 “Look, Steve. President Varrick will be at Camp David this week. He’s planning a press briefing on his new economic plans for Sunday.” 

 Payton was too busy adding the number of days to the date he had encountered the stranger in Pine Lakes. After he was satisfied that the schedule fit, he turned to Janet. “They’re planning to kill the President this week. The only problem is we don’t know where, and we don’t know what time.”


. . . . . .

 After changing their clothes, they left the motel room. Payton drove out of Thurmont and across Route 77 to the Catoctin Mountain National Forest, following the road until he saw the sign to the Catoctin Mountain National Forest. Even this late in the season, cars were parked along both sides of the visitor center lot. Payton took the last available space.

 The rustic-looking single story building was considerably longer than it was wide. As they approached the main entrance, Payton noticed a couple of uniformed rangers speaking in hushed tones. Payton and Janet walked into the center. 

 Two smaller rooms, containing nature lore exhibits, were off to their left. On the right, an L shaped glass counter extended out from the front wall then turned right terminating a little short of the side wall. Another ranger, this time a woman, was speaking on the telephone. From her tone and the few eclipsed words Payton heard, he drew the conclusion that she was speaking to one of her colleagues. Engaged in conversation, she paid no attention to the two new visitors. 

 Payton's eyes were immediately drawn to the map mounted under Plexiglas on the far wall. It was a large rendering of the park, probably a good four feet by three feet in size. He walked up to it and began looking for any designated roads that seemed to lead nowhere. 

 Payton wasn’t there more than a minute or two when Janet came over to where he was standing. “Why don’t you come over here,” she said gesturing toward the side wall.

 “I’ll be there in a minute. First I want to check out this map.”

 “The one on the other wall’s more interesting,” Janet suggested.

 Payton followed her across the room. Over a stuffed squirrel sitting on a tree branch, another map, smaller than the one Payton had been looking at, hung on the wall. It was titled Catoctin Mountain Park; Thurmont, Maryland. 

 It took Payton only seconds to realize that he was looking at a topographic map prepared from U.S. Geological Survey data. In the center of the map, an area approximately three square inches was designated ‘Do Not Enter–National Park Service–Restricted Area’. Payton looked at the rest of the map. It was the only area designated “restricted” on the map.

 “I wonder what that is,” she said pointing at the delineated area. “Could it possibly be Camp David?”

 Payton started to make a mental sketch of their location and that of the supposedly restricted area when Janet pointed to another, smaller sign also on the wall. “For three bucks, you can even buy a copy.”

 Less than a minute later, they were leaving the center with a copy of the map rolled up under Payton's arm. When they got back to the car, Payton slid the map out of its protective plastic cylinder and unrolled it across the hood of the car. “Okay. We’re here,” he said, pointing to the visitor center. “If we take a right out of the parking lot and follow Park Central Road, we should pass Misty Mount, then Hog Rock. Right after Hog Rock, there should be some kind of access road on the right hand side. Shall we?” Payton asked, rolling up the map.

 They followed Park Central Road for about two miles before signs warning them not to stop or park appeared on the right side of the road. A well maintained macadam road swung off from Park Central and traveled north into what the Park Service called Camp 3. Payton slowed the car enough to be able to take a quick look up the road. Do Not Enter signs in English and symbolized signs with a horizontal bar warned tourists to keep out. Farther up on the right side, a white sign with black letters designated the area as “restricted” and set forth penalties for trespassing. A half dozen No Parking signs drove home the point.

 “That’s it,” Steve said enthusiastically.

 “Great, now what do we do?” Janet responded. “From the looks of things, if we turn up the road, we’ll end up in jail.”

 “We’ll stay on Park Central Road for now. I want to find a place to park the car. Then we’ll see how close we can come to Camp David without getting busted. I’m sure the government has carefully marked the perimeter.”

 When they saw the sign marking the Chestnut picnic area, Payton pulled onto the side road and followed it up to where he could park the car. The picnic area had the usual complement of picnic tables and stone barbecues. In the center a small open-sided pavilion offered a haven during a rainstorm. Payton looked around, but no campers were in the area. 

 After locking the car, they headed into the woods. Based upon the odometer reading, he figured that they were about a mile from the entrance to Camp David–less than half a mile to its western boundary.

 Neither Janet nor Payton were experienced hikers, so they tried to follow whatever deer trails they could find while staying out of the heavy brush. Knowing what direction Camp 3 was from where the picnic area made things easier. They soon found themselves near the fence marking the perimeter. 

 Payton studied the fence line, then shook his head. “The good news is it looks like we’ve found what we’ve been searching for. The bad news is that even if we keep following the fence line around the entire perimeter, we’ll never figure out where the sniper’s going to shoot from. Somewhere in there,” Payton said, gesturing toward Camp David, “...there’s a place that can be seen from outside the Camp’s boundary where the assassin will be able to get a shot off at the President. We don’t even know where the President’s going to be when he’s here. But I’ll bet the sniper knows Varrick’s entire schedule, down to the minute,” Payton said as a matter of fact.

 Janet realized that Payton was right. They lacked the assassin’s background, experience, and knowledge. Worse, they didn’t have the inside information needed to ascertain how the assassin would attempt to end President Varrick's life. They had some of the puzzle’s pieces, but not enough to stop the assassination.

 “If we knew when the attack was going to take place, at least we’d know where the President would be at the time. With that, we could backtrack from the fence line. Without it, we could walk the whole boundary and still know nothing more than we know now. 

 “Conversely, if we knew where the sniper would be shooting from, we’d know where Varrick had to be at that specific time. Since we’ll never find the hide in time, we’d better concentrate on the former. Other than the Marine guard’s attention, there’s nothing to be gained by walking around here. Let’s head back to the car.”

 All the way back, Payton walked ahead of Janet, holding the thorn bush branches out of her way, but didn’t say a word. When they got back to Chestnut, Steve said, “We need more information about Camp David, and we’re not going to get it from the Secret Service or the Park Service. We’ve got to focus our search.”

 Janet too had been thinking about the problem. Somehow they had to find out where the key areas were inside Camp David, and what the terrain was like around it. Janet got into the car, then refolded the newspaper, placing it on the front seat between her and Payton. “Why not try the paper?” she said as Payton pulled back onto the road. 

 “What paper?”

 “The Sun. Over the years, it must have done some articles on Camp David. I mean it’s one of the most prestigious sites in the state. There’s got to be something in the files.”

 Payton's face previously cast into a frown, turned into a grin. Janet had hit the nail square on the head. If they could get access to the paper’s morgue, they might come up with something. 

 “Today’s pretty much shot. We’ll go into Baltimore tomorrow and check it out.”

 They returned to the motel. After dinner, they went to bed early, optimistic about their chances of obtaining the information they needed. 

 While the couple slept, Parker’s people were busy tracing their movements from the Washington airport motel. At 1800 G Street in Washington, tired Secret Service personnel feasted on home delivery pizzas as the agency broadened its sweep. 









CHAPTER 37

 




October 26th

 Early the next morning, Payton slipped the sawed off shotgun under his jacket and carried it out to the car, where he stowed it on the floor behind the front seat. Although Payton had seemingly taken to having the gun around, Janet’s perspective was entirely different: it frightened her. Counterbalancing her apprehension of guns was her fear of dying at the hands of Charles Wingate. Somewhere between Maine and Massachusetts, she had decided that staying alive was far more important. 

 When they got to the paper’s main offices, the receptionist directed them to the morgue, which, appropriately, was located in the building’s basement. The morgue was their last hope in finding out what they desperately needed to know. Somehow, they had to make it work. Fortunately there was only one person other than the clerk in the room as Payton and Janet walked in, and he was adorned with several cameras–obviously one of the staff photographers.

 Payton stepped up to the counter and smiled. “Good morning.”


 The clerk looked up from whatever it was she was reading, “Good morning, sir.”


 So far, so good, Payton thought.


 “My associate,” he said, gesturing toward Janet, “and I are doing research for a book on Presidential homes. So far, it’s been easy to get information about the White House and the personal residences of the Presidents, but we’re having trouble digging up information on Camp David. I was wondering, would it be possible to research the archives?”

 “Mr. . . .?”


 “Sharp,” Payton replied quickly with the first name that entered his mind.


 “Mr. Sharp, the paper’s policy is not to allow the general public access to our files. I’m. . . ”.


 If she said “sorry”, he knew the die would be cast. Payton had to make her believe that he and Janet deserved a special dispensation. 

 “Yes, I understand,” Payton interrupted, “but we’re not the general public. We’re doing research for a publication. I guess you could say we’re part of the working press.”

 The other shoe fell with a resounding bang. “I’m really sorry,” the clerk said. “I’ve got to abide by the rules.” Disappointed, Payton and Janet headed for the door.

 Once they got outside, Payton started to say something. Janet interrupted him. “Wait here a minute. I’ve got an idea.” Then she was off down the hall. Payton leaned against the wall, wondering what Janet was up to. Several minutes passed before he caught a glimpse of her at the far end of the hall.

 “Come on,” she said. “I just made the acquaintance of that photographer we saw in there,” Janet said gesturing toward the morgue. “His name’s Peter Navarro, and I think he’s all but forgotten about around here. I’d lay odds he only gets those shooting assignments no one else wants. Therefore, he’s not a stickler for the paper’s rules.” Janet took Steve’s hand and led him down the hall, stopping in front of an unmarked door.

 “I told him the same story you told the clerk, except I embellished it a little.”

 Payton raised his eyebrows. 

 “Relax. I just told him that you were my boss and that if we didn’t come up with the shots we needed, I’d be on the unemployment line.”

 “He bought that?” Payton asked.

 “We’re about to find out.”

 Once inside the photographer’s cubbyhole sized office, Janet made the introductions. Peter Navarro seemed to be exactly as Janet had described him–a professional photographer neglected by the rest of the paper. Everywhere Payton looked, he saw glassine negative sleeves, contact sheets, and final prints. 

 Pencil-thin and disheveled. Navarro was an unlikely bolt from the blue. Payton watched Janet work her feminine magic on Navarro. Finally, he broached the subject. 

 “You two’re doing research on Camp David?”

 “Right,” Payton replied. “But the morgue clerk refused us access to the paper’s files. Some rule about our having to be employees.”

 A big grin spread across Navarro’s face. “I’m an employee. Wait here, and I’ll be right back.” With that he was out the door.


 As soon as the door closed, Payton looked at Janet. “All right, what did you promise him?” 


 “Just a date, but I did say when I’d call him.”


 Ten minutes later, the photographer returned with a couple of folders. “This is everything we’ve got. Take your time, go through it, and anything you need copies of, I’ll take care of.”

 Payton and Janet sat at a small table cluttered with glassine negative sleeves, filters, and film canisters. 

 Finally, they had struck gold. In front of them was an Aladdin’s cave of material on the Presidential retreat. One article they found quickly drew Payton's attention. Whoever shot the pictures had included a small map showing the layout of Camp David. The diagram apparently hadn’t run because of space limitations, but it had been left in the file folder.

 “Look at this,” Steve said, sliding the map out of the folder. 

 “It seems that most of the buildings are nestled along the access road,” Steve said tracing a line on the map. “There are trails going off in several directions. Here’s some sort of perimeter trail. It must be used by the guards, since it seems to follow the fence line.”

 Payton paused for a minute. “Here’s the President's lodge, Aspen. The front of the lodge seems to face out toward the mountains. The other cabins, probably for guests, are further away,” Steve said, pointing to the sketch.

 “What are you looking for?” 


 “I’m trying to think what I’d do if I were planning to assassinate the President.”


 “Why?”


 “This guy’s a pro. He’s not going to go to all this trouble on the off chance he might get a shot at the President. Oswald–if you believe the Warren Commission Report, which I don’t–knew the exact route of the motorcade. He knew exactly where he had to be to get a shot at Kennedy. And so did the second shooter behind the grassy knoll, the one that the government refuses to admit ever existed. 

 “Now we have someone who has a direct pipeline into the White House. There’s no way Wingate’s going to take any chances, and the pro he hired won’t either. They know where Daniel Varrick is going to be on a given day at a given time. That’s when the hit will go down.”

 “But Camp David’s a retreat, a place for the President to rest. His schedule isn’t cast in concrete. Most likely he does exactly what he wants, when he wants. I’d be surprised if he even has to leave his lodge for meals. They’re probably served right there. It’d be impossible to predict where he’d be at any given time.”

 “My point exactly. Wingate knows where the President's going to be, and so does the man hired to kill him. If we could only figure out where that is. . . ”

 “Maybe it’s a meeting. You know, like those President Carter held during the Camp David peace talks.”


 Payton picked up another file folder. “This one’s got the Camp David peace talk articles.” He opened it and read the clips.


 “Most meetings were held in one of the lodges. The only time that everyone met outside was for the final press conference.”


 “Where was it?”


 Payton flipped through the folders. “There doesn’t seem to be many places that can handle a group that large.” He shuffled the folders around until he found the one containing the articles from the end of the conference. 

 “Press conferences were held near the golf course,” Payton said. For the first time, he knew he had uncovered something of significance.

 “That’s got to be it,” Janet said. “Wingate knows that President Varrick’s going to do something big–something that’s going to involve the press or some other large group.”

 Payton thought about what Janet said. She had to be right. As one of the President’s advisors, Wingate would certainly be aware of an event that would draw a large crowd. The attempt on President Varrick’s life would happen then. 

 “What we need now are photos of the golf course.” If Payton could find out where the golf course was in relation to the rest of the Presidential retreat, he’d have a rough idea where the sniper would be shooting from.

 Payton flipped through the other articles on Camp David. Finally he found one about former President George Bush.

 “This one has pictures with it. Maybe there’s something we can use.”

 He found shots of Bush getting ready to putt, shots of him stroking the ball, and photos of the President talking to the others gathered around him at the golf course. After looking at all the pictures, nothing caught his eye. He was about to replace the photographs into the file folder when he saw an eight by eleven acetate sheet. It held six rows of thirty five-millimeter negatives, six frames to a strip. In all there were thirty-six different shots, representing the entire roll of film shot on that day. Payton perused them carefully.

 “What’s so interesting?” Janet asked.


 “The shots the paper used were cropped from these negatives. I . . . .”


 “What do you mean cropped?”


 “The shot the editor uses is of out of proportion to the photographer’s film. The dimensions of a thirty five millimeter negative are an inch by an inch and a half. If the size of the photo when it’s printed is something other than one and a half to one, then something was cropped out of it. I’m counting on seeing more of the surrounding scenery when I look at the whole negative. There might also be other pictures that might be of use to us,” Payton said.

 He picked the negs up and walked over to where Peter Navarro was busy sorting thirty five millimeter transparencies.


 “Would it be possible to get some prints of these?” Payton asked handing the negatives to Navarro.


 Navarro held the sleeve up to the light. “Sure. I can do them myself, but not until after lunch.”


 “That’ll be fine. When do you want us back here?” Payton asked glancing at his watch. “Oh, and by the way, print them full frame.”

 Navarro nodded. “Try me around four. Even if something comes up, I’ll have them done by then.”


 They thanked him, then headed back to the car.


 After they got outside, Janet asked him, “What are we going to do until they’re ready?”


 The closest point of refuge was Payton's condominium. But if Wingate didn’t have the place bugged, it would definitely be under full time surveillance. Payton was pretty certain no one knew about his sailboat, which he kept just north of Baltimore in Middle River. “We could take in a movie, or if you want, ride out to where my boat’s docked.” 

 “It’s a nice day. Let’s go out to the boat.” 

 Along the way to the marina, they stopped at a nearby convenience store. Payton went in and bought four containers of coffee and a bag of doughnuts. A few minutes later, he pulled into the marina’s parking lot. 

 The couple walked along the pier until they reached the slip. Payton pulled the boat closer to the wharf so it would be easier for Janet to step onto the deck. Once aboard, he unlocked the hatch, and they stepped down into the cabin.

 “This place has all the comforts of home,” Janet said surveying the interior.

 “She sleeps four comfortably, but can handle six if they’re good friends. Most of the time, though, I’m alone, and I rarely spend nights on board anymore.”

 Janet took the coffee and doughnuts from the bag. She fixed Payton's coffee the way he liked it, cream and sugar, and then added creamer to her coffee and curled up on the bunk. The cool Fall air sent a chill through Janet, and she shuddered briefly.

 “What’s wrong?” Payton asked.

 “Nothing, just a chill.” Janet drank some more coffee. “The coffee’ll warm me up.”

 Payton put his cup in one of the bulkhead racks. Then he put his arm around Janet and drew her closer to him. He kissed her slowly, easing the tensions of the past weeks.

 Since they had left London, the two of them had been on the run, or too tired to even consider making love. Now, with waves lapping and the gentle roll of the boat, they found themselves tearing off their clothes in an urgent effort to get closer–to become one. 

 Their lovemaking began as a hurried, passionate striving. But they soon realized there was no need to rush it. They were safe, at least for the moment.


. . . . . .

 Across the parking lot, in the secluded cover of a small copse of trees, the driver of a nondescript sedan put down his binoculars and picked up the car phone. He entered a sequence of keystrokes recalling a stored telephone number from the phone’s memory, then pressed the Send key and waited until the call was answered.

 “Mr. Parker, they’re at the boat, arrived a few minutes ago. I waited until I was sure it was them before calling you. What do you want me to do?”

 Until now, Parker’s attempts at locating Payton since he checked out of the D.C. motel had been fruitless. His decision to keep watch over Payton's sloop had been made at the last minute, and it had paid off handsomely. “Keep them under surveillance, and let me know if they make a move. Did they bring any supplies on board?”

 “No, they were carrying a couple of small paper bags, but it doesn’t look like they’re going to be doing any sailing. They’ve been below decks for about a half hour.”

 Parker was relieved. If his man had told him that it looked like they were getting ready to go out, he’d have to use one of Wingate’s helicopters to track the boat. The helicopter was available if he needed it, but it would be a lot easier if Payton kept the boat tied up at the dock.

 “No matter what you do, don’t let them out of your sight.” Parker hung up his phone.

 Parker poured himself a cup of coffee and went back to his office. 

 If it looked like Payton and Janet Phillips were going to stay on the boat all night, he’d arrange for a little accident to happen right there in Middle River, maybe some sort of explosion. 

 Things like that happen all the time on the water. Gas vapors build up in the bilge, someone forgets to turn on the exhaust, and boom, no more boat. He’d give them another couple of hours. If they didn’t set sail, Parker would send in his people. If they left the marina, he’d have his man follow them. Either way, he’d get Payton out of his hair once and for all.








CHAPTER 38

 



 “Hey, sleepyhead,” Janet said, trying to rouse Payton from his nap, “The pictures are probably ready by now. Time to get going.” 

 Payton took a few seconds to orient himself, but the warmth of Janet’s body coupled with the gentle sway of the boat left him in no doubt of where he was. They dressed and after locking the hatch, left the marina. Neither Payton nor Janet saw the sedan trailing behind them.

 Once back at the paper, they made their way to Navarro’s office. 

 “Here are your blowups,” Navarro said his eyes on Janet. 

 Payton removed the enlargements and spread them out. One by one, he studied the shots. The first four were worthless. The fifth eight by ten included more of the surrounding countryside than the others. 

 Payton looked at the photo first, then scanned it using Navarro’s magnifier. The shot showed the green and the area outside the facility. Payton first traced the fence line to establish a line of demarcation, then slowly searched the area behind the fence. Although the lighting wasn’t the best, Navarro had done an excellent job on the prints. 

 Payton had seen photos blown up to the point that everything in the picture looked like small grains of sand. He had read somewhere that some films have a tighter grain structure than others. This grain is what he saw when he used the magnifier. 

 The press photographers used the best film they could get–the one with the tightest grain structure. With nearly ten times magnification, he was thankful he could even distinguish one tree from the other. 

 Payton passed the magnifier over the top of the print, then stopped, and went back again. Was there something in the background? It looked like a cluster of trees rising above the forest. Whatever it was, it was a considerable distance away.

 Janet was carefully watching Payton. She realized that he had spotted something in the picture, something significant. “See anything?” she asked hopefully.

 “Something’s out there–I don’t know what.” Payton shifted the magnifier about, trying to get a better view. “It looks like a group of trees, but I can’t tell from the photo. Whatever it is, it seems to rise above the tree line, which is why it caught my eye.”

 They checked the other shots to see if the unknown object was visible, but it wasn’t. Something tugged at his mind. Payton went back to the fifth print, and then shuffled through the others until he found what he was looking for. 

 “Can we put one of these negatives back in the enlarger and take a look at it?”

 The photographer shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, follow me,” he said. 

 The darkroom, no larger than an oversized closet, was next door. It would accommodate one person, two at the most. Fortunately, they weren’t going to be there long. Navarro led the way, Janet followed, and Payton brought up the rear. 

 Navarro took the strip of negatives and inserted it into the carrier. Then he put the carrier into the enlarger, and turned off the overhead lights. “Which shot do you want to see?”

 “The one where Bush is practicing his putts.”


 When the negative was in proper registration, Payton said, “Can we blowup the part where his hands are on the club?”


 Navarro racked the enlarger up toward the ceiling. “We can’t go much higher. How’s this?”


 Payton looked at the President's right wrist. Bush was wearing a short sleeve shirt. His hands, wrists, and arms were clearly visible. Payton saw what he was looking for. “Thanks a lot. That’s what I needed.”

 “Are the enlargements all right?” the photographer asked. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”


 “They’re fine, and no, thank you, we’ve got everything we need.” 


 “Don’t forget our date,” Navarro reminded Janet as she made her way toward the door.


 Taking the prints, they headed back to the car.


 “What was that all about?” Janet asked as they headed toward the car.


 “I needed to know what time it was when the shots were taken. The best way to find out was to look at the President's watch.”


 “What difference does that make?”


 “We know what date they were taken, since the photographs in the paper’s files were dated. Now we know the time. Therefore, given the position of the shadows, we should be able to figure out the direction our unknown object is from the fence line. Once we have that, we might even be able to find it. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

 Payton was walking briskly toward the parking space, and Janet struggled to keep up with him. “It might only be some trees, right?”

 “Whatever it is, it’s all that we’ve got. And you’re right. It could be trees, but even if it is, the sniper might be using them as a hide. You’ve seen those platforms deer hunters build in a tree. Well, nothing says that our man couldn’t do the same thing. The important thing is there’s something out there, and whatever it is, it’s in line of sight of the golf green. A long line of sight, but a line of sight nonetheless.”

 Payton wanted to look over the photos on the way back to the motel, so Janet drove the rental car. It was getting late in the day, and the downtown traffic was building. As a result, Janet didn’t pay any particular attention to the car that followed her out to the Beltway. 


. . . . . .

 After he hung up the phone, Parker walked over to the state map hanging on the wall of his office. They definitely weren’t staying in Washington. If Payton had planned to remain in the capital, he would have been at the airport motel. With Pine Lakes out, the logical choice was Baltimore, but something had caused them to hurriedly get out of Washington. Whatever that something was, it would point like an arrow to where they were staying. 

 Parker looked at the map again. Maybe he had underestimated Payton. If Payton had managed to piece enough of the conspiracy together, he and the Phillips woman might relocate closer to Camp David–and that meant Thurmont or Frederick. Parker reached for the phone, punching in the number for the car running surveillance on the couple. 

 After speaking briefly with its driver, Parker broke the connection and dialed the number of his response team positioned in one of the area motels. Parker’s instructions were clear. He would dispatch two teams. One would position themselves along Route 15, a mile or so north of where Interstate 70 cut the highway. The second he’d have take up a point further north at the Route 77 intersection, but where they’d be able to cover the parallel route 806. If both cars left right away, they’d just make it.

 When he was certain the couple was going back to western Maryland, Parker’s man reported in. Parker told him to verify that they exited Interstate 70 at Route 15, then drop off the surveillance. The man in the tail car acknowledged his orders, uncertain what Parker had in mind. It seemed like a lot of trouble to follow them from Baltimore all the way to western Maryland, only to break off the surveillance. What the hell? He was getting paid either way. 

 When he saw the car get off the interstate at Route 15, Parker’s man reported in again. Wherever they were going, Parker was obviously on top of it. He followed them off the same exit, but headed back to the estate.

 Janet was driving at a leisurely pace. The heavy traffic on the north south route continued up Route 15 since it was faster than Auburn Road. She followed the small country road, designated Route 550, north. 

 As they entered the Route 77 intersection, a car coming from the side road pulled in behind her. Janet continued on her course, paying no attention to the other vehicle. The other driver remained a respectful distance behind them, but never let her out of his sight. 

 Most of the traffic was headed for the interchange at Route 15. Once past the interchange, the road reverted back to a small country road, a single lane in each direction. Less than a mile from the interchange, she watched as the other driver pulled alongside her. 

 Instinctively, her foot came off the accelerator and started toward the brake pedal. But something told her to get the hell out of there. She regained control of the accelerator, pressing it to the floor. 

 Payton looked up from the photos. “What’s...” he asked. 

 “They’re trying to run us off the road,” Janet shouted in response to his unfinished question. Wingate’s people had finally caught up with them.

 “Hit the accelerator,” he barked. 

 The rental car’s wheels screeched as she dropped the shift lever into a lower gear and slammed the accelerator to the floor. Blue smoke poured from the tortured rear tires until they finally grabbed the road. 

 Meanwhile, the chase car stayed alongside, but made no effort to force them off the road. Payton got a good look at the occupants of the chase car–two men, both sitting in front. Immediately, he reached behind the front seat scrambling desperately for the shotgun, which he had forgotten to move over behind the driver’s seat after Janet took the wheel. 

 The cars ripped through the western Maryland countryside at a breakneck pace. Fortunately no one pulled out in front of them. 

 As they reached the next intersection, Janet shouted, “Should I turn?”

 Payton had only a split second to make a decision. 

 “No go straight, stay on 550. At least we know where it goes,” he said as his left hand finally got a grip on the Remington 870. 

 He pulled the gun between the seats and into his hands. Payton stripped the towel off the gun, then reached for the safety. Mindful of the fact that Janet was in his line of fire, Payton kept the shotgun pointed down toward the floor.

 Without warning, the pursuit car slowed, dropping back behind them. Suddenly Payton heard a loud blast. Their rear window exploded, showering the back seat with a rainfall of glass. Hoping the car’s body would slow the pellets, Payton yelled, “Keep your head down.” What little protection the headrest would provide was better than none.

 Frantically, Janet maneuvered the sedan so that other car was behind her. She couldn’t let them pass. If they managed to get ahead of her, the game would be over. Once they forced her to stop, both she and Steve would be dead, the victims of some unknown, random crime that unexpectedly hit the western Maryland community. 

 She had no intentions of letting that happen. Every time the driver of the chase car tried to get around her, Janet swung the steering wheel to the left, cutting him off. Both cars whipped from lane to lane, each driver struggling to gain the upper hand.

 More rounds raked the car, each blast slamming into it with a loud thump. At first Payton had thought they were trying to shoot out the tires: a high-speed crash would be almost as effective as a shooting. But the rounds’ impact at window level changed his mind. 

 He looked over at the speedometer; they were pushing seventy five miles per hour. The rental was holding its own, but if they got to a straight section of road, the other car would out run them. They were on the razor’s edge, and quickly running out of options.

 Payton held his fire: he was reluctant to use the Remington from where he was sitting. In order to get a shot off, he’d have to lean over Janet’s seat, and that was the last thing she needed. He’d have to move to the back seat, leaving Janet alone in the front. 

 But they were going too fast, and the road had too many curves for him to be able to climb out of the front seat. What’s worse, he knew they couldn’t keep this pace up much longer. Either Janet would crash, most likely into one of the countless roadside trees, or the other car would finally force them off the road.

 Janet watched as the other driver tried again to pass. He had just begun to pull up on the left side of them, when Janet glimpsed the construction dump truck in the oncoming lane. Wingate’s man, still trying to edge up alongside them, hadn’t seen the truck. Janet gauged the distance. It was time to fight fire with fire. A plan began to take shape in her mind. It just might work. 

 Ever so slowly she cut her speed, letting the chase car move up closer alongside them. She didn’t want them so close that a shot would hit something vital. On the other hand, she didn’t want them so far back that they could easily slow down then ease in behind her. She kept her imaginary fingers crossed, hoping the other driver’s attention would remain on her, and not the road ahead. The gunman’s attention was riveted on his quarry.

 Carl Yalter had recently turned fifty. His beer belly, infinitely better padding than a seat belt, propped him up between the seat and the rig’s steering wheel. He often threatened to lay off the suds, but his after work six pack was the one thing in life he really looked forward to. 

 As usual, he was late, and his wife would be all over his ass. He had promised her he’d be home on time so that she could go out with the “girls” for a sandwich and a beer, then go bowling. 

 It used to be the guys’ night out. Now it was the girls’, and his turn to put up with their three brats. At least there was an ample supply of beer in the fridge. He downshifted gears on the huge Kenworth dump truck. 

 Many people who worked in Baltimore or Washington discovered that the lengthy commute out to Western Maryland was well worth the lower housing prices. Construction was booming, and Yalter was working pretty steadily. In fact, he’d worked more this year than he had in the past three years. His load of gravel topped ten tons cargo weight. 

 Yalter was thinking about how he was going to get his boss to pay him off the books when he saw the two cars drag racing up the road. His rig wasn’t going fast, a little under forty. The asshole in his lane had plenty of time to give up the race, and pull over where he belonged. For some reason the other driver didn’t seem aware of the construction dump truck headed right for him. That didn’t make any sense. After all, the Kenworth was kind of hard to miss. Probably a couple of dumb teenagers playing chicken. Yalter gave some thought to the air horn, but Christ, they had to see him!

 Both drivers, still locked in mortal combat, were closing on the dump truck at over sixty miles an hour–ninety feet a second. Allowing for the dump truck’s speed, the sedan and the Kenworth were closing at nearly one hundred and fifty feet per second. There wasn’t much roadway left when the other driver finally saw the juggernaut bearing down on him. 

 The driver’s reflexes were fast. Planning on slewing his car behind Janet’s until the road cleared, he stomped the brakes. But Janet anticipated his move, slamming on her brakes as soon as she saw him begin to slow. Her action kept the chase car firmly planted in the southbound lane, and on a head on collision course with Yalter’s rig. The gunman forgot about the fleeing car. Payton no longer was the biggest problem facing him. 

 From Yalter’s perch high in the cab, he watched the accident unfold like a gigantic panorama. The car closing on him had nowhere to go. The shoulder along this section of the road was only a few feet wide, allowing no room to escape the inevitable. Conscious of his potentially shifting load, Yalter pumped his brakes, hoping to avoid a head on collision, but it was too little, too late. Carl Yalter reached for the air horn.

 Yalter braced himself as the sedan plunged headlong into the front of the Kenworth. The car nosed down under the big truck’s front bumper, while its back took a short hop in the air as the car came to an abrupt rest. Steam from the blown radiator shrieked from the mangled front end. The car’s hood bent back to the front of where the windshield had been. As the car came to its final resting place, its trunk sprang open. Both doors jammed against the frame, which the crash had pushed back a good foot. Safety glass tinkled across the macadam.

 As soon as everything stopped, Yalter sprinted from the truck’s cab. The sounds of breaking glass, tortured steel, and disintegrating body parts were gone, replaced by a deathly silence. Only the ticking noise of slowly cooling hot metal could be heard. 

 Yalter took a hard look at the passenger compartment. The carnage was horrific. Neither man had worn his seat belt. The driver, his face and chest covered with blood, seemed to be breathing, or at least Yalter could hear the wheezing sound of the driver’s blood filled lungs trying to take in more air and failing. He might make it if the State Police medevac chopper got there fast enough, but Yalter wasn’t taking any bets.

 At the time of impact, the passenger’s had head traveled forward to be greeted by the windshield. The dash as well as most of the interior was splashed in slowly congealing blood and gray matter. Sickened, Yalter turned away. There was no doubt in his mind that the guy was dead. 

 Carl Yalter looked up the road to see if the other car had stopped, but the other driver hadn’t bothered hanging around. Yalter wasn’t at all surprised. He wouldn’t have either. Yalter started back to the Kenworth’s cab and his CB radio, hoping the locals still monitored channel nine. His old lady would be bananas when he failed to show up in time for dinner. It was going to be a long night with the cops. 


. . . . . .

 As soon as they had cleared the accident scene, Janet eased off the accelerator. Payton, wary of being spotted with the shotgun, put it back on the floor. 

 “Nice driving. Where did you learn that stunt?”

 Janet’s stomach was churning. Her arms quivered from the fear that coursed through her body. She knew it easily could be them in the torn, twisted car. She struggled to get a grip on herself, but it was to no avail. Her head felt light and her knees began to shake. “Can you drive back to the motel?” she asked, her voice wavering.

 Payton nodded. “Pull over up there,” he said, pointing to the side of the road.

 As soon as the car came to a stop, Janet got out and slowly walked around to the passenger’s side. Payton eased behind the wheel. He thought about checking out the car, but knew what he’d find. The rear window was history. Amazingly the tires were all in one piece, and there were dents and holes from the shotgun pellets in the left rear side panel. At least the rental was still drivable.

 Janet sat ashen faced as they headed back to the motel. After Payton parked the car, she got out and closed her door. Not uttering a word, Janet walked into the room. Payton followed, unsure whether he should hold her or let her emotions run their course. He wanted to give her the support she needed, but he didn’t want to crowd her.

 “I’m tired of all this,” she blurted out as he closed the door. “I’m sick of the killing. I’m fed up running like a scared rabbit, and I’ve had enough of this. . .” Janet waved her hands in the air as she searched for the word she wanted. “. . . conspiracy.” She put particular emphasis on conspiracy. “I’m so fed up with it all,” Janet said as she sat on the side of the bed. Payton held her as tears welled up in her eyes. 

 “This will all be over soon. Hang in there. I won’t let anything happen to you. I love you.” There, he’d said it. His words surprised Janet, but they shocked him. More so because in his heart he knew them to be true.

 Janet sobbed, clutching at Payton as if by holding him tightly, she could somehow drive the danger away. Her face was still white, and her hands were trembling. Tears streamed down her cheeks. A few minutes later, she let him go and went into the bathroom. Payton watched from the doorway as she threw cold water on her face.

 “You did what you had to do,” he said. A feeble attempt at allaying her guilt. “Those guys were trying to kill us. I’d have done the same thing if I had been driving. You couldn’t let them win, Janet. You just couldn’t.”

 She didn’t answer right away. “I guess I never was in a situation where I had to defend myself like that. When it occurred to me that maybe I could keep them in the left lane, I figured they’d veer off the road or stop.” She paused for a few seconds. “I was scared, and I wanted them to crash into that dump truck–anything to get away. And that’s exactly what happened. I didn’t plan it, but thank God we made it.” Janet paused and looked into Payton's eyes. “Does that make any sense?”

 “It does to me. I expected to be the first and only one of us to take a life, and I wasn’t looking forward to it. I bought the shotgun figuring that if it came down to us or them, I’d use it. What you did, you did for both of us. If it hadn’t been for your quick thinking, we’d be splattered all over the road, or laying alongside it with a couple of bullets in us.”

 Payton didn’t say, “instead of those two”, but it was implied. A shiver ran up her spine.

 Slowly, Janet pulled herself together. Dropping the towel, she walked over to where Steve stood propped against the doorframe. Gently, as if stroking a young kitten, he put his arms around her. Slowly her trembling stopped. As she regained her composure, she took Payton by the hand and led him toward the bed.







 




CHAPTER 39

 



 After stopping for some coffee and doughnuts, Janet and Steve drove back to where they had parked the last time they looked for Camp David. Payton turned the car around so that the driver’s side with its pattern of holes faced the woods and was not visible from the road. He slipped the now filled canteen over his shoulder, but left the shotgun. There was no sense in taking it; he didn’t expect to run into any trouble. 

 They took off into the woods, going in the general direction he’d staked out after seeing the photographs. Neither of them spoke as Payton, leading the way, did the best he could to keep the branches and thorn bushes from whipping back into Janet’s path. Off to their left, a buck, startled by them, crashed through the dense underbrush. 


“What was that?” Janet called to Payton.


“Must have been a deer,” Payton replied trying to get his heart rate back to normal. “For a minute I thought we had company.”


“Me too,” Janet seconded. “That deer scared the hell out of me.”


“From the looks of things, the feeling was mutual. He really took off. We’d better move along.”


Now that they were oriented, it took less than an hour to find Camp David’s outer perimeter. Janet walked up to the chain-link fence. 


 “Don’t touch it,” Payton called out. Janet immediately dropped her outstretched hand. “I doubt it’s electrified, but it’s probably alarmed.” 

 He turned, facing away from the compound. “Whatever we’re looking for, it won’t be in there. Let’s follow the general run of the fence, but look for something to our right. We’ll move around the perimeter to the point marked on the map. Then we’ll shift position, moving farther away from the fence and retrace our steps.”

 Whatever Steve said, it probably made sense–just not to her. Besides, she had no idea how they were going to find whatever was in the blowup. “I’ll tell you what,” she said, “you lead, I’ll follow.”

 They tracked the fence line for nearly half a mile before Payton decided they had gone too far. “Let’s move further away from the fence and try again.” They reversed direction and headed back toward their start point. They saw nothing but trees. 

 “By the time today’s over, I’ll never want to see another tree again,” Janet muttered.

 They moved away from the fence, reversing direction a second time. In spite of their efforts, nothing appeared to be a suitable hide for the sniper. By now Payton was getting fed up. “Let’s stop for a few minutes,” he said, sitting down against a tree.

 Janet’s back was toward Camp David, while Payton sat facing her. As she handed Payton the canteen, she looked up. 

 “What’s that,” she exclaimed, pointing to something high over Payton's shoulder.

 Payton's heart skipped a beat as he felt the adrenaline shoot through him. He whirled around praying that no one was coming up on them. “What? I don’t see anything.” 

 “No, look. It’s some kind of structure.” Rather than try to talk Payton into looking where she was pointing, Janet got up and started walking out of the brush. Payton followed behind her. Rising from the treeline, approximately forty feet away, stood the supporting legs of a fire tower. 

 Payton was so flabbergasted, he could only stare. When he got his senses back, he pulled Janet down to her knees. “Let’s not announce our visit,” he whispered. “Unless we’re way off course, this is what we saw in the blowups yesterday.”

 “But aren’t we too far from Camp David for this tower to be of use to the sniper?”

 “Normally yes, but there are some incredibly long range sniper rifles capable of making the shot.” Payton had told her about the fifty caliber rifles the marines had tested in Vietnam and their ability to hit a target from over a mile away. 

 Payton pulled out the map and folded it so that the area designated as restricted was face up. Carefully, he plotted their course from the road to the retreat’s north side. According to the map, they were on an eighteen hundred foot elevation line. 

 “If the sniper’s using a fifty caliber rifle, the tower’s got to be within range. From there, he’d have a commanding view of the area, and my guess is that since the tower’s higher than the tree line, a good view of at least part of Camp David. It’s got to be a good two hundred feet high. If we’re at eighteen hundred feet, add two hundred more feet, and the tower’s well above Camp David’s elevation. He fires, walks down the steps, and is out of here before anyone figures out what happened.”

 “What about the forest ranger?” Janet asked wondering how that could affect the sniper’s plans.

 “There’d be one dead forest ranger. This is much too big to let a park ranger get in the way. There’s too much money involved. The sniper’s getting paid five million for the hit. What’s another body or two along the way?”

 Janet realized that under the circumstances, her question was stupid. Of course it wouldn’t make any difference who got killed as long as the President died too. Wingate already had chalked up two kills. 

 “Come on. There’s got to be a road leading to the tower. I want to find where it goes.” 

 Payton circled the tower’s base. As expected, he found an unpaved road, which had to go from the main route to the tower. They hiked along the fire tower’s road, but remained in the woods until they were out of sight of anyone who might be in the cabin atop the tower. 

 At that point, Payton decided they couldn’t get into too much trouble if they were found walking down the road–as long as they weren’t discovered by Wingate’s men or the Secret Service. 

 When they reached the county road, Payton was pretty sure that he’d remember the intersection if he were driving. To be sure, he marked it, tying his handkerchief to a small tree branch. Then they retraced their steps back to where they had left the car. 

 Eager to verify the location of the fire road, Payton drove around until he saw his ‘flag’. With the hide pinpointed, they had all the facts except what they needed the most, the time of the assassination. 


. . . . . .

 Allen Thiesse was in his office when his second in command, Mary Neill, knocked and then walked into the room. “Good morning, boss,” she said, a cup of coffee in her hand. 

 Special Agent Neill had been with the Secret Service almost as long as Thiesse. Originally assigned to the New York office, she later did a stint in Training Division. When the voters put Daniel Varrick into the Oval Office, Mary Neill came on board as part of the PPD team. Thiesse found her to be someone whom he could always count on. She never complained about the hours or the travel, knowing both were part of her job. During the first term of the Varrick administration, she performed flawlessly, handling the myriad of problems the detail dealt with on a daily basis. At the beginning of the second term, Thiesse promoted her to Assistant Special Agent in Charge, ASAIC of PPD. 

 In spite of her rigorous travel and work schedule, Mary Neill found time to keep herself in excellent physical condition. Her five-foot-nine-inch frame carried little excess weight. Her dark brown hair was cut to shoulder length, and she dressed conservatively, befitting her rank. 

 The woman who sat across the desk was a frequent visitor to the Training Center. In her free time, Neill honed her hand to hand combat techniques. While most agents assigned to PPD had difficulty finding the time to re-qualify on the range, Mary Neill made it a practice to shoot at least every other week. Her scores consistently placed her in the top five percent of the agents. Thiesse was sure she was the best shot with a handgun among those assigned to the protection details.

 “What’s going on this fine fall morning?” Thiesse asked her as she settled into the chair, crossing her legs.

 “Not much, just more of the usual. I see you’ve been reading the latest reports from Intelligence Division.”

 “ID’s more than a little concerned about this Payton character,” Thiesse said tapping the report on his desk. He had read the report on Payton's interview. There was always someone who knew that the President's life was in imminent danger. These characters walked in off the street every week. Most of the time they were rejects from St. Elizabeth’s or some other area mental hospital. Nonetheless, PPD couldn’t discount any information that suggested the President's life was in danger, regardless of how bizarre the story or the source.

 “Ross Whitman thinks that Payton might be more dangerous than they first thought. He told him to take a motel room in the area and stay put. Whitman planned to place both Payton and his girl friend under routine surveillance the next day. 

 By the time the team got to the motel, they were gone, and Payton hadn’t bothered to leave any forwarding address. Since then, we’ve gotten nothing new on the their whereabouts. ID’s decided to pass this one over to us.”

 Thiesse leaned back in his chair and laced his hands behind his head. “I don’t like this one bit. Something about it doesn’t seem right. When someone deviates from what the shrinks in ID say is the norm, we’ve got problems. Better find Payton and Phillips. Once you do, let’s stay on them. The President's been shuttling between the White House and Camp David frequently, and I don’t see that changing. In fact, the powers that be are thinking about having the next press conference up in western Maryland. We can’t have a nutcase walking around un-chaperoned.”

 Before she had even walked into Thiesse’s office, Mary Neill realized how large a problem Payton presented to PPD. 

 “I’ve already contacted Maryland DMV, and we have the details on Payton's car. They might have rented a car, so I’ll have someone get on that right away. Once I get all the pertinent information together, I’ll send a bulletin out to the local law enforcement agencies asking them to keep a watch out on the vehicles. If they locate the car, we’ll have them sit on it.”

 “Fine, go ahead. But remember we only want to know where they are. We don’t want the locals getting too enthusiastic and violating anyone’s civil rights.” 

 The Secret Service had recently gotten a new director, appointed by the secretary of the treasury. Less than three months in place, and he was already under fire because “the President's Praetorian Guards”, as the press termed the agents, had delayed the reporters’ departure while others spirited the President away during a recent trip to Texas. 

 “Concentrate on the Pine Lakes area, and also both Frederick and Thurmont. If they’re not in the immediate area, then at least we don’t have any major concerns for now.”

 “You really think Payton's planning to assassinate the President?”

 Thiesse shrugged. “I’m not sure. I suppose it’s conceivable that what he told ID is true–or maybe he really believes it’s true. Either way, that doesn’t make him an assassin. On the other hand, Payton could be off his rocker. He hallucinates an assassination, then does everything he can to make it happen.”

 “I’ll alert the field offices, but locating him is going to be worse than finding a queen bee in the middle of a hive of angry drones,” Neill said.

 “I’d be a lot happier if this picture weren’t clouded by Payton's disappearance. In the meantime, an ounce of prevention...”

 Mary Neill left her boss. When she got back to her office, she picked up the phone and dialed the number for the Intelligence Division. When she reached her party, Mary Neill outlined the information they needed regarding the title searches and rental car investigations. She stressed the need for immediacy in both investigations. She wanted to be certain that when the Baltimore field office got the inquiry from ID, there wouldn’t be dogging it. Now she could only sit back and wait for the results.
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October 28th

 By Saturday morning, Mary Neill had the requested data. On her desk were complete descriptions of all possible vehicles, including the one the couple had recently rented. She decided to place the emphasis on the rental, and back burner the Jaguar. The car would appear in her bulletin, but she’d ask the locals to concentrate on the rental. The ASAIC instructed her assistant to issue the alerts with special attention to the police agencies responsible for Thurmont and Frederick, and the one covering Pine Lakes. 

 . . . . . .

 The police and Secret Service weren’t the only ones looking for Janet Phillips and Payton. Bill Parker was seething over the royal screw-up south of Thurmont. 

 Their attempt at taking out the couple had been the biggest mistake since Custer said he had the Indians surrounded. Of course, there was nothing to link the two who died in the wreck to the Committee, Parker, or the Wingate estate. The car they had demolished had been stolen a few days earlier in downtown Philadelphia, and the men carried no identification on them. With absolutely nothing to go on, the police wouldn’t be able to identify the bodies much less connect them to the Pine Lakes operation, exactly the way that Parker wanted it.

 Parker’s police contact alerted him as soon as the Secret Service bulletin came off the telex. The government’s strategy was evidenced by the distribution of the telexed message. It didn’t go to every police department in the country, or for that matter even on the East Coast. Its distribution was limited, but focused on the western Maryland area, a sign that the Service felt that Payton represented a threat to the safety of the President while Daniel Varrick was at Camp David. If the Secret Service was beating the bushes around Thurmont, then that was a fine place for Parker’s people to start.

 Parker dispatched three cars, each with two of his best people. Their orders were simple–find Payton and the Phillips woman, and kill them. He couldn’t afford to let the couple fall into the government’s hands again. The second time, someone might believe them. 








CHAPTER 41

 




October 30th

 Lauren Woods cleared security at NSA’s Gatehouse 1 and turned down the corridor to the Headquarters Building. As she made her way past the entrance, the security guards tried in vain to get their minds off her tall, well proportioned figure and back on to their work. 

 At thirty seven, Lauren’s life had centered on her work. She was assigned to the office of Signals Intelligence Operations, the focal point of NSA operations. SIO, as it was called around the Fort Meade complex, was headed by the Deputy Director of Operations. He reports directly to the Director, National Security Agency, or DIRNSA. 

 Everything associated with the interception of signals, their subsequent decryption or cryptanalysis, and the final analysis of the clear-text message is the responsibility of the DDO. All Special Intelligence Communications, or SPINTCOM, passes through Group W, the department responsible for the collection of signal intelligence, or SIGINT. Group W analysts assess the source of the signal and its type. Once the information had been source identified, it was passed to Lauren’s C Group, where the SPINTCOM is decoded. 

 The Secret Service’s Protective Intelligence Division maintains an ongoing relationship with the code breaking organization. Over the years, NSA intercepts have led to fallout Secret Service investigations against counterfeiting rings, computer hackers, phone phreaks, and of course would be Presidential assassins.

 Lauren made the turn into the main corridor and passed the long mural on the wall. For an organization that reveled in its shroud of secrecy, she found it ironic that they would commission a mural showing its people engaged in various SIGINT activities. 

 The scenes depicted ranged from staff members monitoring telephone conversations to the collection of data from the satellite systems operated by NSA and the top secret National Reconnaissance Office, the organization that provided raw intelligence data siphoned up by the various satellite systems to the Central Intelligence Agency, Defense Intelligence Agency, and of course, NSA.

 When she reached the center of C Corridor, she cleared another security checkpoint before taking the escalator to the third floor. Each work area on the floor was a SCIF, or Sensitive Compartmentalized Information Facility, built to strict guidelines, which set forth the thickness of the walls and the type of construction. NSA’s guidelines addressed the types of sophisticated electronic filters required for all signal carrying lines entering or leaving the facility. Even the power lines coming into the SCIF were filtered. Her office, if you cared to call the secured area an office, was halfway down the wide corridor. 

 The heavy gauge steel door leading to the SCIF had no identifying marks except a large red dot signifying that the work being performed inside the area was classified at a Top Secret Sensitive Compartmentalized Information level. The SCI designation meant that intelligence sources could be identified from the already Top Secret material. 

 Most of the NSA’s hush hush projects received their own code name, identifying the project and the information the project developed. Lauren’s program was classified Top Secret Cutter. She had no idea where the suffix Cutter came from, and she knew better than to ask.

 Lauren unclipped her ID badge from the beaded metal chain that hung around her neck, and slid it into the computer controlled card reader to the right of the door. A light on the front panel instructed her to enter her personal identification number, or PIN. 

 The computer matched her access level to the badge number and the PIN, then released the electronic lock and allowed her entry. Then the computer recorded the time and date in the access file for the Cutter SCIF. 

 She walked through the cluster of rooms, where her team was still busy at work, and past the secured destruction area. As she made her way into her office, Lauren glanced over at the small access door leading to the classified waste disposal chute and shook her head. 

 Years earlier, NSA had installed a site wide destruction facility for the tons of highly classified waste produced each day. Rumors had circulated that the Fort Meade facilities generated more than two hundred tons of material per week; she thought the number was low. 

 Each building had a complex network of vacuum driven chutes that routed the classified waste to a special building dedicated solely to its total destruction. Lauren was never sure if NSA burned, pulverized, or shredded the waste material. But she was confident that whatever the agency did, its highly sensitive information was gone forever. 

 The intercepts they had gotten from the Cutter source had proven to be a more challenging problem than first anticipated. Usually the “take”, as collected intelligence was called, from the old Red Block countries was encrypted with the most sophisticated encryption schemes. 

 These sometimes were either unbreakable or took NSA’s super-high speed Cray computers so long to complete the decrypt that the information had limited value by the time they got it into clear-text. The Cutter source indicated that the intercepts her team had been working so hard on consisted of encrypted telephone conversations and encrypted computer to computer transmissions of domestic origin. Since few U.S. organizations deployed sophisticated encryption equipment, she was perplexed about why they were having such a tough time breaking the codes. 

 As soon as she sat down in her chair, the gray ‘secure’ telephone on her desk rang. Lauren picked it up on the second ring. 


 “Lauren Woods speaking.” 


 “Lauren, Gene Goldberg here.” Goldberg was the current DDO. 


 “What’s the status of the Cutter intercepts?” he asked, not bothering with any of the usual pleasantries.


 “We’re still working on them. We’ve been able to separate the landline intercepts from the computer stuff, but we’re still trying to break their codes,” Lauren replied, using her most professional tone.

 “The White House has kicked the project up to Brick Bat level.” No one had to tell her what that meant–Goldberg’s call had elevated her project to the highest possible priority. 

 She had been with the Agency for years, and had only come across a few Brick Bat projects. When the Soviet Union began breaking apart, all Red Block intercepts received the Brick Bat designation. Other than that, she couldn’t recall any other time the high-priority designation had been used. She had wanted increased responsibility, and it looked as if she’d gotten it. She had to expedite the cryptanalysis.

 “I’m monitoring every aspect of the effort, Mr. Goldberg.”

 “Do you need an overtime authorization for your people?” 

 “The team’s putting in heavy hours, and I don’t want to chance burning someone out. So, for the time being, I’d like to pass on formal OT.”

 “If you change your mind, let me know. I assume that you’re getting the computer time you need?” In the 140,000-square-foot basement of the Operations Building, state of the art, high speed digital computers went about their tasks twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

 Half the time, they were dedicated to breaking the codes and ciphers used by other nations to protect their voice and digital communications. The balance of the time, the computers generated the codes required to protect the U.S. government’s sensitive military and diplomatic communications. Extra computer time was difficult to come by, a priority nearly impossible.

 “So far, we haven’t had any problems in that respect either.” Getting time on the Crays was always a battle. The Brick Bat priority wouldn’t hurt her chances of getting additional time if they needed it. Lauren thought about the most diplomatic way for her to convey the urgency of her requests to those who scheduled the various projects on the Crays. Of course, she could have used the Brick Bat priority herself, but she’d ruffle a few less feathers if it came out of Goldberg’s office.

 “I assume your office will notify Tech Support that we’re working on a Brick Bat project, sir.”

 “I’ll make sure Cutter has all the access time you need, Lauren. Stay with it, and let me know as soon as you get a breakthrough.” The line clicked off before she could say good bye.


. . . . . .


Wednesday served as a recovery and planning day for Payton and Janet. By staying in Thurmont, they were firmly planted on the hot seat. Wingate’s people had to have zeroed in on the Thurmont-Frederick area by now. If Payton moved out of Thurmont, he’d end up too far from Camp David. They’d have to stay put and keep their heads down until they pinpointed the date and time of the assassination. 

 “I’m going to move the car out back behind the motel,” Steve said pulling on his jacket. “It’s a dead giveaway if someone spots it.”

 Janet was reading a magazine she’d bought at a local bookstore, and nodded her assent. 








CHAPTER 42

 




October 31st

 Thiesse replaced his telephone handset in its cradle. The Secret Service’s White House office, official designation W 16, had informed him that President Varrick would be leaving for Camp David in under an hour. 

 The Marine helicopters, part of Marine Helicopter Squadron 1 based across the Potomac River at Anacostia, were already on their way in. Whenever the President used one of the Sikorsky VH 3D Sea Kings, two additional craft served as decoys and carried the extensive counter-sniper and countermeasures equipment used to protect Marine One against surface to air missile attacks from both heat seeking and radar guided missiles. The two other helicopters provided the umbrella of protection, even if they were only going to Camp David. 

 Thiesse picked up his phone and punched the button connecting him directly to Mary Neill’s office. As soon as his SAIC answered, Thiesse said, “Mary, I just hung up with W 16. Cutter’s leaving for Camp David in less than an hour. Get the rest of the team assembled, and I’ll meet you at the South Lawn entrance.” 

 After Neill acknowledged his orders, Allen Thiesse slipped on his holstered Sig Sauer. With the gun in place, he donned his suit jacket and headed for the door. 

 Although it was no surprise that the President was going up to the retreat, Thiesse had thought they’d be leaving later in the afternoon. It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. The President must be behind in the preparations for his speech, and felt that getting up to the retreat as soon as possible was the best course of action. After five years of running the detail, Allen was confident his people would be ready to go with time to spare.


. . . . . .

 As usual, Thiesse would be traveling with the President, and now waited, along with the rest of the protection detail, at the South Lawn door. PPD made it a practice of forming up inside the building they were leaving, and that included the White House. 

 “Good morning, Mr. President,” Allen said when President Varrick got out of the elevator. The President wore khakis and a casual shirt. With no press around to shoot his departure, he could skip the obligatory coat and tie.

 “Good morning, Allen. Everybody ready for another weekend in the country?” Daniel Varrick asked, looking around at his escort.


 “Yes sir, we are.”


 The President started toward the exit. He stopped and turned to Thiesse. “Know why I like Camp David?” he asked. 


 Before Allen could answer him, Daniel Varrick said, “It’s the only place where you all let me walk ten yards ahead of you.” 


 Thiesse laughed at the President’s joke, but what he said was true. Camp David was also the only place in the world where the President of the United States was so secure that PPD didn’t have to dog his every step. 

 “Well, let’s get this show on the road. There’s a lot to do before tomorrow.”

 As senior agent, Thiesse called the diamond formation–one of several that the agents formed around the President. Thiesse hit his push to talk button, “Cutter’s moving.” With President Varrick in the middle, they left the sanctuary of the White House.

 Marine One already sat parked on the South Lawn, its huge blades now motionless. The major who commanded the flight had, as usual, landed the big helicopter right on the two red landing pads. Thiesse often joked about how close he got the bird to the white lines marking the center of each pad. It appeared that he had set the Sea King down on target again.

 Thiesse barely looked over his left shoulder, yet he knew that the crash truck was in its customary position on the mansion’s driveway. Every time Marine One landed or took off, the truck and its contingent of flame-retardant-suited firemen were ready to go. Parked in front of the fire truck were the Service’s alternative limousine, and the Chevy Suburban, their armor plated war wagon. Thiesse ran down his mental checklist. Everything was normal; everything looked secure. 

 Off in the distance, Thiesse saw the tourists who watched the Presidential comings and goings from the fence near the Washington Monument. He wondered if they came to see a glimpse of their President as he left on one of his frequent trips, or if a sense of the macabre drew them to the South Lawn fence. 

 While the entourage walked the short distance to the waiting chopper, officers of the Secret Service’s Uniformed Division fanned out on the grass facing the White House. Others stood at strategic points, watching the tourists off in the distance. Carefully positioned closed circuit television cameras silently monitored the President's departure, relaying the flow of images across the complex to the control center in the basement of the Executive Office Building, where other UD officers watched for anything untoward. Meanwhile, plainclothes agents flanked the Sikorsky as Thiesse’s group reached the helicopter’s steps. 

 The Sea King had two sets of steps, one in the front of the ship behind the cockpit and one amidships. Both were down. Normally the President and his senior staff boarded at the front, while the other staffers and the protection detail went aboard at the rear stairwell. Since President Varrick was flying to Camp David alone, Thiesse would be riding in the forward cabin with him.

 The Marine sergeant at the foot of the front steps snapped to attention and saluted his commander-in-chief. President Varrick took the salute, and walked up the steps to the forward cabin. 

 As Daniel Varrick reached the top step, he stopped and turned around. Thiesse had already signaled his people to board the helicopter. When the President stopped, Thiesse started to recall his team, but something made him pause. 

 He watched as Daniel Varrick gazed at the magnificent edifice that had been his home for the last five years. It appeared as if the President were taking a last look at the White House. 

 The SAIC brought his microphone up to his mouth, ready to pass the word to his team that there was a delay, when the President turned to him. “Don’t worry, Allen. I’m not changing my mind. As I was walking up the steps, the thought hit me that I should take a good look at this place. I don’t know why. One of those funny feelings you get–you know, like déjà vu...” 

 The President of the United States turned and stepped up and into the cabin. Thiesse followed him, taking the seat all the way to the rear–the one always reserved for the agent accompanying the first family. Thiesse glanced at the miniature oxygen bottles that would provide a critical three minutes of air if the Sea King went down over water. The oxygen canisters, along with intensified water rescue training, were the result of a helicopter crash off the shore of Key West when Nixon was in office. Although the President wasn’t on board at the time, one Secret Service agent died–trapped in the upside down helicopter.

 Thiesse adjusted the headphones that allowed him to listen to the communications from Marine One’s cockpit. The President looked preoccupied, and Thiesse didn’t want to intrude. Finally the naval officer carrying the omnipresent “football” boarded the flight. 

 With everyone on board, one of the Marines closed the front cabin door. As soon as the cockpit’s instrument paneled showed that the doors were secure, the pilot started the engines, and the big craft rumbled to life. 

 The downdraft coming from the main rotor atop the Sikorsky buffeted the agents and Uniformed Division officers on the ground as the ship slowly rose from the landing pad. The rear landing gear, compressed by the weight of the helicopter, straightened as the helicopter became airborne.

 The Sea King, call sign Nighthawk when the President wasn’t on board, instantly changed its call sign to Marine One. Like a giant insect, the helicopter turned slowly to face the White House before the pilot swung the craft around toward the Washington Monument, and climbed in a westerly pattern to rendezvous with the other two Sea Kings that completed the Presidential party. 

 Inside the cockpit, the copilot, a Marine captain, flipped the switches arming the infrared countermeasures system. Nitrogen flowed from its storage tank into the sensor head, chilling it and thereby increasing the system’s overall sensitivity to any heat source. 

 The electro optic pod suspended from the Sikorsky’s belly began its three-hundred-and-sixty degree sweep of the ground below the copter, looking for anything resembling a missile launch. In the other two helicopters, specially trained aircrews powered up additional countermeasures equipment.

 President Varrick glanced down at his watch. In less than thirty minutes, they’d be at Camp David. The flight was so short there wasn’t enough time to do any work. That was all right too. He’d been fine-tuning his economic plan for weeks. It was almost, but not quite, where he wanted it. By tomorrow, he’d have it ready to go. Meanwhile he could sit back and enjoy the flight. The weather was clear, and Varrick gazed out the window as the nation’s capital slipped away beneath him. 

 Varrick’s thoughts went back to tomorrow’s news conference. He knew Congress would be all over his revamped economic plan, and that big business would initiate an intensive lobbying effort against it. 

 As President, his job was to lead the nation through the good times and bad. It was time to balance the scales. After the news conference, the White House would launch one of its famous lobbying efforts tailored to win over the hearts and minds of the senators and congressmen voting on the legislation. Finally, he’d be able to take the time to trace the tenuous threads uncovered by the various law enforcement and intelligence agencies. If an ultra-secret organization did in fact exist, Varrick was confident that the government’s combined resources could unearth it and its shadowy leadership.

 As they made their approach into Camp David, the other two helicopters veered off for their return flight to Anacostia Naval Station. Slowly Marine One’s pilot brought the big chopper down on the mark. As soon as one of the Marines opened the bulkhead door, Daniel Varrick gathered up his briefcase and stepped out into the sunlight. 

 The President acknowledged the Marine’s salute as the Secret Service detail formed up around him. Usually he was chauffeured to Aspen Lodge by one of the camp’s ubiquitous golf carts, but not today. “Let’s skip the limo,” he said to Allen Thiesse. As Thiesse waved the golf cart driver off, Daniel Varrick handed his briefcase to an aide. 

 Thiesse mashed the push to talk button on his transceiver. “Cactus, this is Horsepower One. Cutter’s walking to Aspen. Say status.”

 “Status is green. Repeat, status is green.” Everything at Camp David was secure.

 With the three agents following behind, the President of the United States–sans the usual Secret Service cordon–walked up the road toward the Presidential lodge. In more easy-going times, Varrick could spend the entire weekend hiking along Camp David’s trails. 

 The walk from the helicopter pad to the California-style lodge in the middle of Camp David would take a few minutes, but he needed time to think. It was sure good to be out of the Washington rat race and back up in the mountains. He walked up to the front of the lodge, past the stone patio, and went inside.

 The President's cabin had low ceilings with wood beams running the length of the cabin. The fireplace, with its wood mantel, stood at one end of the great room. A large picture window afforded him a scenic view of the surrounding mountains. Several sofas, one of which faced the picture window, wooden tables, and easy chairs made up most of the room’s furnishings. Off to one side of the lodge was the President’s bedroom, a large pantry on the other. 

 The President's aide had followed him into the lodge, and now watched as Daniel Varrick placed his briefcase on his desk. “Is there anything that you need, Mr. President?” 

 “Nope. Everything’s right here,” he said, patting the top of the case. “If something comes up, I’ll call you. In the meantime, why don’t you take a walk? It’s beautiful up here this time of the year.”

 “Yes, Mr. President,” the aide said as he headed for the door.


. . . . . .

 With the President safely tucked away, Allen Thiesse and Mary Neill crossed the road to the Secret Service’s command post. As they sat down, Allen poured himself and his assistant a cup of coffee. Neill had worked with Thiesse long enough to know his moods, and her boss had something he wanted to talk about.

 “The more that I think about this Payton character, the less I like it. He and his woman friend are probably in the area, but so far they’ve eluded us. Better update their status to Class Three.” Thiesse said, referring to the hot list of people who posed a substantial threat to the safety of the President of the United States. 

 Mary Neill put her coffee cup down. “I still think Payton believes his assassination theory. At best, he’s a kook, and at worse, he could be right.”

 “If he had overheard a conversation, I might be inclined to agree with you,” Thiesse said. “But all this hocus pocus stuff with UniNet’s on line computer system– I just don’t know. Either way the President's news conference is tomorrow, and our security’s got to be airtight.”







 




CHAPTER 43

 



 Payton and Janet ate lunch in the motel’s restaurant before returning to their room. After he double locked the door and closed the drapes, Payton turned on the television. The news was on, featuring a live report from Camp David. 

 He went over to the set, and turned up the volume. Arrayed in front of a temporary podium set up outside the gates of the Presidential retreat, the press corps listened attentively to Daniel Varrick’s press secretary.

 “There will be a Presidential news conference tomorrow at 11 A.M. on the Camp David golf green during which President Varrick will take questions about the administration’s new economic plan. Press corps members with White House accreditation are invited to attend. However, you will need your White House press passes for admittance, and the usual security procedures will be in effect. Tomorrow’s conference will be the first at Camp David since the Middle East Peace Conference was held here during President Carter’s administration. That concludes my comments.”

 A flurry of hands shot up, as some of the reporters tried to get the press secretary to answer specific questions. He raised his hands, quieting the reporters. “Sorry, I’m not taking any questions at this time. Thank you.”

 As soon as it was apparent that no further information would be forthcoming, Payton turned down the set. “That’s it, Janet. Wingate’s going to have Daniel Varrick killed tomorrow.”

 Janet had digested the facts and reached the same conclusion. “Why are you being so damned stubborn? You’ve got enough to go to the Secret Service. Let them handle it.”

 Payton shook his head emphatically. “Forget it. You saw Whitman’s reaction when I brought up Charles Wingate. Any benefit of the doubt he gave me when we first walked into his office melted away. Telling them we found a great spot for the sniper to use, and that the man Wingate hired to assassinate the President of the United States is going to be there tomorrow, is a waste of time.” 

 Payton sat there, eyes fixed on the television, then went on. “I can see it plain as day–a repeat of President Kennedy’s funeral. Varrick will lie in state someplace important–you know, impressive–like the Capitol Rotunda. A flag draped oak coffin will be guarded around the clock by a combination of Marines, Army, Special Forces, Air Force, and Navy personnel. All the spit and polish will be there as the mourners pass by.”

 In her mind, Janet could see Payton's picture take shape as brushstroke after brushstroke hit the canvas.

 “Then we’ll have the solemn state funeral–the procession to Arlington, the rider-less horse, the Air Force flyby in the missing man formation, followed by the interment. Of course, Ansel Darby will already be our new President. He’ll be there every step of the way–tailored Brooks Brothers suit, the consummate politician–shaking hands, a somber look on his face appropriate to the occasion. My God, if his speechwriters can get it together in time, he might even deliver the eulogy. Of course, a day later he’ll be on bended knees before the almighty Charles Wingate!” 

 Although she didn’t like what she heard, Janet didn’t see any way to punch a hole in Payton's logic. “All right,” Janet said finally, “But don’t keep saying ‘I’ or ‘me’. We’re in this together, all the way. If you’re going to the tower, so am I.”

 “I’d be a helluva lot happier if I knew you were safe here. I want you to stay in the room.”

 Janet’s head snapped back and forth. “Absolutely not,” Janet told him in a voice loud enough to be heard next door. “You got me into this. We risked our lives at the farm, in London, and nearly every place in between. Tomorrow, either we’re together, or I go to Camp David’s main gate and yell my head off. Make up your mind, but do it now.” 

 She had him cornered. He didn’t want her going, but he didn’t want her raising hell with the Secret Service. Tomorrow it would be hard enough trying to deal with the assassin. He didn’t need the Secret Service coming after him at the same time. “All right, you win. You’ll be with me tomorrow, but what I say goes as far as what we do when we get to the tower. Agreed?”

 “Yes. So far you have managed to keep us alive. I’ll do whatever you want as long as I’m with you.”

 “The rest of the afternoon, I want to spend getting ready. I need to come up with a plan of attack that won’t get us killed. Besides, I don’t want to be out driving around in that car. Someone’s sure to spot it.”

 It was already too late. 







 




CHAPTER 44

 



 Mary Neill picked up the phone in the command post. “Neill here,” she said, wedging the handset between her head and her shoulder. She hoped that whoever was calling had some kind of lead on Payton. With her hands free, she uncapped a ballpoint pen and reached across the desk for a pad.

 “Ms. Neill, this is Sheriff Cordrey in Thurmont. You have that “locate and track” bulletin out on a rental car?” he asked, already knowing the answer. He loved getting the jump on the high and mighty Secret Service.

 “Yes, Sheriff, we do. Do you have a lead on it?”

 Hiram Cordrey had served the Thurmont area as its chief law officer for nearly twenty years. During that time, things were pretty quiet unless the President was up at Camp David. Then all hell broke loose. The place might be a goddamned Presidential retreat, but whenever the man was there, Thurmont became a zoo. 

 God help them if the President decided to attend church services in town instead of using the chapel at Camp David. There were roads to close, motorcades to deal with, and those damned Secret Service types with their tiny matching lapel pins, so condescending toward him and his deputies. It was as if the Feds thought that his people couldn’t find their asses with both hands. Besides, nothing ever happened. Occasionally, they did miss closing a side street, but that was no great shakes. Hell, if the old man stayed at his little mountain hideaway, there wouldn’t be any problems at all. 

 “You might say that, young lady.” Mary Neill bit her tongue. She knew the locals weren’t too happy about their frequent presence in the area, but that went with the territory. Every time she assigned one of her people to liaison duties with the locals, the agent ended up walking around talking to himself for a week afterward. She waited for Cordrey to continue.

 “We’ve got a location on the vehicle,” he said, not telling her where it was, but making her ask him. All right, she could play his game.

 “Where’s the car, Sheriff?” Mary asked, tapping her pen on the pad as she tried to keep her anger under control.

 “It’s parked in the rear of a motel right down here in Thurmont,” Cordrey answered, proudly. “As a matter of fact, it’s not far from where you’re standin’. 

 And, we’re do’in exactly what you said. We’ve got it staked out, but it ain’t going anywhere. My deputies haven’t seen anyone near the vehicle in question since they spotted it during one of their routine patrols of the area.” Cordrey dragged out his pronunciation of vehicle adding an ersatz Southern twang.

 “Thanks for calling, Sheriff. I need to talk to my people. Then I’ll get back with you. In the meantime, would you please keep your deputies in position?” She had to check with Allen Thiesse and see what action he wanted to take.

 “Sure can, young lady. The Thurmont sheriff’s office is always eager to help all you up there at Camp David.” He hung up the phone.

 Mary Neill called Thiesse, and he listened intently while she explained the situation. 

 “We don’t have anything to hold Payton on, and as much as I’d like to pick him up, we’d be violating his civil rights. On the other hand, I don’t have any intentions of losing track of him again.” Thiesse paused while he thought about his options.

 “With the press conference tomorrow, it’ll be bedlam up here. We’ll need every agent we’ve got. I don’t want to tie up two of our people keeping track of Payton unless he does something off the wall. 

 Let the locals handle it for now. Call Sheriff Cordrey back. Request that his deputies keep watch on the car. If they’re in a marked patrol car, have them switch to an unmarked unit. See if the sheriff can verify that Payton and Phillips are in their room, and find out what the room number is. If Payton makes a move out of the motel, have him continue surveillance but notify us ASAP. Tell the watch commander to alert either you or me to any calls coming from the Thurmont sheriff’s office immediately.”

 Thiesse received the acknowledgment from his ASAIC, and went back to checking the manpower loading needed for the press conference. It was nearly five o’clock and he had all the loose ends tied up, or so he thought.


. . . . . .



A Mutt and Jeff combination, both deputies were taking it easy. Providing support to the U.S. Secret Service was a breeze. 

 Normally, they’d be pulling radar duty on Route 15 or 550, and compared to traffic patrol, this surveillance stuff was a piece of cake. Of course they were on their third cup of coffee, and God only knows how many doughnuts they had devoured. A stakeout was usually a boring job, but it had its good points. They could sit in one place, didn’t have to write any tickets, and no one at HQ cared what they were doing. It wasn’t like cooping behind Thurmont High. No sleeping on the job today. 

 Even the weather was cooperating. The rays of late afternoon sun filtered through the rear window of the unmarked car keeping them warm. And to top it off, they were getting overtime pay!

 The Sheriff’s office had already called the motel, and verified the “suspects’ ”room number–113. The deputies even knew that the suspects ate in the motel’s restaurant. Sheriff Cordrey told his men not to bother calling in unless the suspects left the motel property, but that didn’t include going to the restaurant. 

 Deputy Jenks turned up the volume of the two way police radio. It wouldn’t do to miss a call from Sheriff Cordrey. The old man was probably pissed as hell having to pay them for drinking coffee and eating doughnuts on what should have been a Secret Service stakeout. 

 A little after six, the deputies watched as the couple left the room, obviously heading toward the restaurant. They checked the time, and wrote it down on the surveillance log. Dinner. No problem; everything was A Ok. 

 It must have been about seven when Jenks kicked back, then reached into the bag for another doughnut. While his partner fixed his fourth cup of coffee, Jenks gingerly bit into the cream filled pastry. Horror-struck, he watched as a glob of creamy goo dripped off the donut and landed on his lap.

 Jenks wasn’t sure when he noticed the presence of two well dressed men. They had appeared out of nowhere. One guy was standing next to the passenger side of the car, the other right alongside the driver’s door. First Jenks thought the Secret Service had arrived and was going to take over the surveillance, but that was before he saw the guns. Both men were carrying odd-looking semiautomatic pistols–with long cylindrical barrels.

 Both deputies fumbled for their sidearms, but their efforts were a waste of time. Even if they could have gotten their weapons out, the two men were standing to the rear of the respective side windows. In fact, both men were exactly where the deputies had been taught to stand when they were writing traffic tickets, behind the front seat with their bodies angled toward the car so that neither the passenger nor the driver could get a shot off. Each gun coughed quietly three times. 

 The twenty two caliber hollow point rounds traveled three to four inches inside each of the deputy’s heads before exploding into countless fragments, a fair number of which penetrated their victim’s brains. Both of the killers reached into the car, and checked the pulse of the man whose life he had just ended. Then they walked over to the door marked 113. 


. . . . . .

 As dusk turned into night, Janet and Payton finished their dinner and paid the check. They were leaving the restaurant when Payton saw two men come from a car parked at the side of the building and walk toward their room. Abruptly Payton shoved Janet up against the front of the motel. They were behind a large soda machine and couldn’t be seen from their room entrance. As Payton put his hand across Janet’s mouth, her eyes grew wide with fear. 

 “Keep quiet. Two men are going toward the room. Stay put until I find out what’s going on,” Steve said in a low voice. 

 He looked around the side of the machine, careful not to make any sudden move that would draw their attention. Both men wore suits, and could have been Secret Service agents. They were right outside their door. He saw them knock; then when no one responded, they kicked in the door. Payton was sure they had guns out. From the bulbous shape of the gun barrels and the fact that they hadn’t announced themselves, these guys definitely weren’t Secret Service agents. Payton's heart sank: Wingate’s men.

 Unless he could make it to the car, they were dead. The killers already knew they weren’t in the room, but their car was still there. He took Janet’s hand, keeping her close to the motel’s façade as they inched their way back toward the restaurant. Quickly they crossed in front of the building. When they got to the far side of the motel, Steve said, “We’ve got company.” From the look on his face, Janet didn’t need to ask who. “I’m going to get the car and bring it around here. When I pull up, get in the back, and stay down on the floor. Got it?”

 Janet nodded her head in understanding. Before she could ask any questions, Payton had moved off around the back of the restaurant to where he had left the car. Once behind the building, Payton sprinted along the rear of the motel and ducked down alongside the rental car. He reached into his pants for the keys. For a minute, he couldn’t remember if he had taken them with him when they left the room for dinner. Nothing. Payton quickly checked his other pocket; they were there. He unlocked the driver’s door and slid behind the wheel. Everything depended on starting the car without the two killers hearing the engine turn over.

 Payton turned the ignition switch. As soon as the engine came to life, he eased the transmission into drive, keeping a wary eye on the corner of the building. Once clear of the room, Payton eased the car down the alley, turning the corner near the restaurant. 

 Janet was waiting for him, and got in as soon as the car stopped. Before she could completely close the door, Payton headed for the street. He made furtive glances at the rearview mirror, his foot down hard on the accelerator trying to put distance between them and Wingate’s men. He didn’t know where he was going. They were out of places to hide.


. . . . . .

 Maggie Carter had been working for the motel’s restaurant for nearly six months. For the past few weeks she had been amused by Deputy Jenks’ overtures as he tried to get up the nerve to ask her out. She figured that he and his partner were on some kind of stakeout, but knew better than to ask him why he had been parked in their lot all day. No matter. By now, the deputies would appreciate a fresh thermos of coffee. She had just brewed a fresh pot–black and strong the way they liked it. 

 She waited until the last customer was finishing his dessert. Then Maggie put on her jacket. The fall air was turning colder, and she didn’t want to catch cold. Picking up the thermos, she added a few doughnuts and some napkins to the tray and went out the front door. 

 When she stepped outside, she saw that Jenks’ car was still there. She thought that they might object to her coming over, but there didn’t seem to be anything going on. Besides, Jenks would get a charge out of her visiting him while he was on the job. She walked down the sidewalk in front of the rental units, past the soda machine toward the unmarked car. 

 As she approached, something seemed out of place. The car was dark, but then that was no surprise. After all, the deputies were on a stakeout. As she got closer, the occasional police call interrupted the evening’s tranquility. Still there was no movement in the car. They couldn’t be asleep, not on an important surveillance–could they? 

 As she came closer, she noticed that the windows were down, the engine off. It might be fall in the Catoctins, but the nights seemed more like winter. Goose bumps ran up her arms. Jenks and his partner must really be cold by now, she thought as she neared the police car.

 Maggie Carter was only ten feet from the passenger’s door, and neither man was bothering to look at her. In fact, they didn’t move at all. An eerie feeling in the pit of her stomach warned her away, but she continued, unable to go back to the safety of the cafe. Then fear grabbed her full force. When she saw the dark blood on the side of Jenks’ head, Maggie Carter dropped the tray and screamed. She was still screaming when the first emergency units arrived minutes later.


. . . . . .

 “Just what the hell have you gotten us into, Agent Neill?” Sheriff Cordrey hollered into the phone. 

 Mary Neill, trying to rein in her temper, asked, “What do you mean?”

 “I’ve got two men down, and some kind of de...ranged killer running around my town thanks to you people,” the sheriff bellowed. Although Agent Neill couldn’t see him, his face and his neck had already turned beet red, as they did whenever the sheriff’s blood pressure shot through the ceiling. From the sound of things, it was off the scale.

 “The ones on the Payton surveillance?”


 “Of course the ones watching Payton. Who do you think I mean, the school crossing guards?”


 “Where are Payton and the Phillips woman, Sheriff?” 


 “Who the hell knows. But you can bet your ass I’m gonna find them.”


 “What happened down there?” 


 “What happened?” Cordrey roared into the mouthpiece. “You Feds are the smart ones. You tell me. 


 I sent two men on what you called a routine surveillance, and your man Payton gunned them down. Killed them both in cold blood. They’re sitting there watching the room, just like you asked, and someone comes up and puts three shots in each man’s head–just as neat as you please. That’s what happened, you stupid bitch!”

 “We’re sending someone down right away to try to get to the bottom of this. Please stay in your office until we get there.” Before she could say another word, Sheriff Cordrey slammed the telephone into its cradle. Bits of high impact plastic flew across his office.

 Neill pressed the push to talk button on her transceiver. “Horsepower One, this is Horsepower Two.” When Allen Thiesse acknowledged her call, she continued. “Horsepower One, we have an emergency. Can you come to the command post as soon as possible?”

 “Horsepower Two, I’m on my way. ETA is two minutes.” 

 Thiesse couldn’t imagine what was going on. Minutes ago, he had checked the posts outside Aspen, and everything was all right. So whatever it was, it didn’t pose any immediate threat to President Varrick. He headed around to the front of Aspen, and over to the command post. When he walked through the door, Mary Neill was waiting for him.

 “We had two of the locals watching Payton. Someone’s taken both of them out. The deputies are dead, and Sheriff Cordrey is coming unglued. He wants us to explain what’s going down. Someone needs to get to him as soon as possible. I thought it should be me, since I requested their assistance on the Payton surveillance. Unless you’d rather send someone else, I’m going into town to see if I can make some sense of this.”

 The incident in Thurmont caught Thiesse totally off guard. From all reports, Payton didn’t seem the type that would go off the deep end, but there was no other explanation for the two dead police officers. “Go ahead and see what you can find out. In the meantime, I’m going to put out an immediate hold order on both Payton and Janet Phillips.”


. . . . . .

 Not far from Camp David, Payton pulled his car over to the side of the road and killed the lights. Since they’d left the motel, he had been checking his rearview mirror every few minutes to make certain they weren’t being followed. One car seemed to be dogging their steps, and for a short while, Payton was afraid that he hadn’t given Wingate’s people the slip. 

 He wasn’t ready, and he was certain neither was Janet, for another deadly encounter. But if Wingate’s killers were on their tail, they’d have to handle it. Payton glanced quickly at the back seat. Knowing the shotgun was there took the edge off his fears. When the other car finally turned off, Payton breathed a sigh of relief. With nowhere to go and their options limited, he pulled off onto the shoulder.

 While Payton sat there on the deserted country road trying to figure out how he was going to avoid Wingate’s hired killers, the combined law enforcement agencies of the local, state, and federal governments were swinging into action–all with the same objective: to find and apprehend Payton and Janet Phillips. This time, the police, FBI, and Secret Service agents were told that Payton and Phillips were armed and dangerous. Extreme caution was advised. It was a shoot to kill situation.

 “That was too damned close,” Payton said after he cut the engine. “We don’t dare go back to town or even to Frederick to find another place to stay. They’ll have all-points alerts out on us throughout western Maryland. We can’t very well stay here, since they’ll be searching for the car now that they have a description. I thought we could avoid Wingate’s people for another twelve hours, but obviously I was wrong. If we hadn’t been eating dinner, we’d be dead now.”

 “How did they find us so quickly?” 


 “Probably hit all the motels until they spotted the car. I should have gotten rid of it after yesterday.”


 “If you had, we’d be walking. I doubt you could find a car rental agency anywhere in Thurmont.”


 “Well, I could have done something! Leaving the car out there was stupid!” Payton exclaimed.


 “Take it easy. What’s done is done, and at least we got away.”


 “We got away all right, but we’re out of places to go.”


 “As much as the thought doesn’t thrill me, given the temperature, I think we’re about to spend our first night together in the woods,” Janet said. “We’ll take the extra clothes and the sleeping bag, and find some place to curl up for the night.”

 Payton hadn’t roughed it since he left the Marines. Unfortunately, he didn’t see any alternative to what Janet had proposed. They didn’t have all the gear they’d need to be comfortable, but with what they had purchased in Frederick, he figured if the mercury didn’t drop into single digits, they might survive until morning. 

 Fortunately, they had left most of their new clothes and all the camping equipment in the trunk of the car. More important, the shotgun and shells were still in the back seat. Payton pulled the park map out of his pocket and, using the illumination from the car’s dome light, checked their present location against the tower road. He thought that he remembered seeing a campsite fairly close by in the park. With the park closed at sundown, it was doubtful anyone would be going around checking for illegal campers. 

 Payton drove up Route 550 until he found an unpaved side road, which looked more like an abandoned driveway or some kind of fire access. He pulled off the main road and onto the shoulder. Payton took the flashlight, then got out and walked back to check the side road for tire tracks. The area hadn’t had rain in the past week, so if the side road was used at all during that time, he should be able to see some tracks. There were no tracks in the thin layer of dirt covering the road surface. It would do. 

 He pulled over, and backed the car into the trees. Payton left the lights on, and headed back to the main road to see if the car was visible. From where he stood, he could make out the headlights, but just barely. It would go unnoticed until after tomorrow’s Presidential news conference. Payton walked back to the car, turned off the lights, then shut off the ignition. 

 Janet stood near the trunk and was already busy adding layers of clothes to what she already had on. “By the time I get all of this stuff on, I’m going to look like the Pillsbury dough boy,” she joked, trying to hide the rising tide of fear. 

 Payton removed his ski jacket, and put on a pullover sweater that still had the tags on it. Then he put his coat back on. He rolled on a second pair of pants, and two more pairs of socks up into a manageable bundle. 

 Satisfied that he’d survive the early morning temperature drop, he opened the box of buckshot and split the shells up, putting half in one of his jacket pockets, the rest in the other. Finally he picked up the shotgun and closed the trunk. 

 “I guess I’m ready. Promise me you’ll keep me warm,” Janet said as she stuffed extra hiking socks into her jacket pocket. 

 Cradling the Remington, Payton took Janet’s hand and they trudged off into the forest. The dark woods were eerie and foreboding. Payton shivered. They were gradually sinking deeper into the mire.








CHAPTER 45


November 1st: 0500 Hours

 John Grant checked out of his motel only after making certain that he had left nothing that could be used to trace his true identity. He had wiped every piece of furniture clean of fingerprints, got rid of his towels and bed linen, and then emptied the trashcan into a distant dumpster. After the room had been cleaned a few times, not even a single strand of hair would be left from which to identify him.

 Once clear of the motel, he headed toward his rendezvous in western Maryland. About seven o’clock, he pulled the car into the secluded spot he had selected on his previous trip. Grant had no more than a half hour’s hike to the tower from where he parked–plenty of time to get there and remove any obstacles in his way. He pulled the pack and the rifle case from the rear of the car, where they had been hidden under a small tarpaulin, and headed off into the woods. 

 Dawn had started to break over the horizon, and the promise of a sunny, clear day loomed in the sky. The morning air was cold, yet to be warmed by the sun’s rays. Grant’s pace was swift as he made his way toward the fire tower. As he got closer to his objective, caution took over, slowing his progress. He dare not chance being spotted from the tower if the Secret Service agents were already at their posts. 

 A few hundred yards from his objective, Grant selected a spot where, on both sides, the tree line ran to the edge of the road. From his pack he took out the spando flage mask and a small camouflaged green box. Quickly, he pulled the lightweight balaclava over his head. From the pack, Grant slid on a pair of thin latex rubber gloves–insurance that he wouldn’t leave fingerprints anywhere in the cabin. He then picked up the small green box–a product of bygone days in Vietnam, an electronic booby trap firing device. Six inches of wire, terminating in a small metallic ring, extended from its bottom. Grant also removed a small reel of camouflaged olive drab trip wire. 

 He attached the electronics box to the trunk of a tree on one side of the road. One end of the trip wire he attached to the ring, then he crossed the fire road, playing out the camouflage wire. When he got to the other side, Grant left sufficient length to secure it to the tree, and then cut off the excess. 

 With the wire traversing the road and only a few inches above its surface, Grant went back to where he had left the box. Using a lightly oiled rag he obliterated any fingerprints he might have left on it. 

 Grant gave his handiwork a quick once over. Satisfied that everything was perfect, he activated the power switch. Anyone, or anything, coming up the road would break the wire setting off the device and, transmit a radio signal to his hide at the top of the tower. Tampering with it would also cause the same signal to be transmitted to the receiver clipped to his belt. He didn’t expect any company, but a little insurance never hurt.


0800 Hours

 Allen Thiesse’s security briefing kicked off promptly at eight o’clock in the Secret Service’s command lodge. Captain Cantrell and Lieutenant Damoni attended, representing the Marine detail, as did all the agents assigned to cover the conference. Because of the threat posed by Payton, Mary Neill had requested and received additional agents from both the Baltimore and Washington field offices. The assembled agents and Marines quieted as Thiesse called the meeting to order.

 “Good morning, gentlemen and ladies. We have a busy day ahead of us, and I’d like to get down to business. I’ll outline our protection program for today, but I won’t be making any specific assignments. You’ll get those later from my ASAIC, Mary Neill,” Allen Thiesse said, nodding at Neill. “Mary will be the assistant shift leader today. She’ll show each of you covering fixed posts where you’ll be for the duration of the press conference.” It was vital that the agents assigned to the President's detail knew where each post was. That way, if assistance was needed, the response would be prompt. 

 “As some of you know, our Protective Intelligence Division alerted us to a threat against the President. Ms. Neill is passing out flyers with the suspects’ descriptions. Agents Whitman and Spencer are here from ID, and they can answer any questions that you might have about these two. Later, they’ll also give you a short briefing as to the current threat level.” 

 Allen Thiesse checked his notes before continuing. “Please note that the Thurmont sheriff’s office has implicated these two in the deaths of two deputies early last evening. If you see either of them, do not, I repeat, do not take any chances. Remember, your first job is to get the President out of the way. Then deal with Payton. Other than that, standard operating procedures apply,” Thiesse said in reference to the Secret Service’s Manual of Protective Operations.

 Thiesse took a drink of his coffee. He then went over the posts for the conference, including the ones to the left and right of where the President would be speaking, the sides of the seating area, and those to the rear of the conference area. 

 “Since this is the first on site press conference we’ve had up here in some time, I’m going to take a minute to review some of our press conference procedures,” Thiesse told the gathering. 

 “We’ll be checking each and every piece of camera, sound, and video equipment anyone brings onto the grounds. And I mean each and every one. The Marines will continue providing security at the main gate; Secret Service personnel however, will augment Captain Cantrell’s people specifically to handle the equipment check. I’m doing this because it’s more expedient to have people who are familiar with this type of gear doing the security check than it would be to train new people, and for no other reason.” 

 Thiesse’s decision had nothing whatsoever to do with trusting the Marines to handle the screening, and he wanted them to know it. Captain Cantrell ran a tight ship, and Thiesse had always been impressed with the Marine officer’s attention to detail. 

 “We don’t have the final press assignments, but we have enough seating to handle the same number of media people as we do at the White House. We’ve already told all news agencies, magazines, and electronic media editors that only persons on the White House press corps list will be permitted entry, and then only if they have their WHC identification badge. 

 Agents and Marines assigned to the posts at the main gate should remind each member of the press that their badge must be visible at all times. Ms. Neill will have a complete press corps roster at the main gate by 0900. As usual, we’ll screen each visitor for concealed weapons. We’ll be using three of our standard walk through metal detectors which UD, our Uniformed Division, will have ready on time. Any questions?”

 An agent in the rear of the room asked, “Will we be using the special podium, sir?” referring to the bullet resistant speaker’s platform that the President often used when he spoke from the South Lawn at the White House.

 “No. President Varrick has informed me that unless I have an overriding security concern, he’d prefer to deliver his speech while seated.” Thiesse at first had been going to tell the President that the Secret Service strongly recommended the use of the podium, but since everyone in the area would be screened, he decided against imposing a security measure the President didn’t want. 

 “Any other questions?”

 When no one spoke up, Thiesse continued. “As some of you know, we have a computerized system capable of calling up the photograph of each press corps member. Before we left Washington, we arranged with TSD to copy the White House disk, and give us enough equipment to be able to call up those photos here. Their people are here now installing that equipment. 

 One agent will be assigned to that function on a full-time basis beginning at 0900. Everyone’s also been told to be in their seats, which are as usual assigned by the President's staff, by ten thirty. When the news conference’s over, keep everyone seated until after we have President Varrick safely back at Aspen.”

 Thiesse then ran through their approach to escorting the President to the conference area and back to his cabin after it had ended. “When we get the President back to Aspen, either the team leader or I will let the rest of you know that it’s okay to let the press people tear down their equipment, or do whatever else it takes to get this story to their respective offices in the most expeditious manner.”

 Thiesse started to wrap up his end of the briefing. “Remember, we’ll be using the DES equipment for all two way comm,” Thiesse said, referring to the NSA approved digitally scrambled transceivers. “Don’t transmit anything in the clear. There are too many scanners out there capable of monitoring our frequencies.” As an afterthought, he added, “And you never know who’s got one.”

 “Okay, that’s about it. Mary will give you your specific assignments, the call signs that will be in use today, and the frequencies for the two way units. One last word before I get out of here: I know our visitors can be a real pain. Please remember that our job is to protect the President. As long as you’re doing that, everything will be fine. We all have our hands full, so don’t let the turkeys get you down. Thank you for your attention.”

 Allen Thiesse left the front of the room as Mary Neill took over with the individual assignments. Everything was going pretty much on schedule. Allowing Mary another half hour to complete the briefing, the agents would be at their posts by nine o’clock.


. . . . . .


0850 Hours

 Payton woke with Janet cuddled up against his side. His right arm had been around her all night, and it tingled as if he’d slept on a bed of nails. As he massaged his arm, Janet yawned. 

 “What time is it?” she asked, stretching.

 “About eight fifty,” Payton replied. He sat there massaging his arm, still trying to get out the pins and needles.

 They hadn’t gotten far last night before the thickets and underbrush had stopped their progress. Payton had found a small stand of evergreens where nature let the trees grow close together. They must have been northern white pines, because their lower branches were intact, creating a natural windbreak for their impromptu shelter. Payton and Janet had made their bed on a cushion of pine needles, which smelled good, but occasionally found their way into various parts of their anatomies.

 Payton had thought it was cold when they settled down for the night. He discovered the true meaning of the word about an hour before sunrise when the temperature reached its low. Payton awoke to see his breath made visible by the cold morning air, and certain that the park service would find his frozen body when the Spring thaw came.

 “I guess we’d better get up and moving. I don’t think we’re far from the tower, but I want to get there as soon as possible,” Steve said, glancing at his watch. 

 Janet stretched, and tried to rub some warmth back into her legs and arms. “It’s too bad we can’t risk a fire. I could use something–hell anything–hot.”

 Payton reached into his pocket and pulled out a small half pint can. He held it up so that Janet could see its label–Sterno. 


 Smiling, Janet reached into her jacket pocket and removed a couple of tea bags.


 Payton walked over to where Janet stood, a foxy smile on her face. “Remind me to marry you when we get out of this mess.”


 “Is that a proposal, Steven Payton?” she asked, unsure if she had heard him right; and if she did, whether he meant it.


 “Let’s say it’s a damned good idea, Ms. Phillips.”


 “Very well, I’ll think about it.” The operative phrase was ‘when we get out of this mess’, She thought to herself. 


 “Think about it!” Payton exclaimed, wrapping his arms around her. “That’s just great.”


 “Well, you wouldn’t want me to make a snap decision, would you?” she said jokingly.


 Janet prized the top from the Sterno, then set a match to the reddish paste. In a few seconds, a deep blue flame glowed from the top of the can. Using an aluminum camp cup as a pot, she heated the water. He would have preferred coffee, but then he wasn’t about to complain. It was exactly what they needed to ward off the early morning chill.








CHAPTER 46

 




0910 Hours

 John Grant had reached the tower a little after nine. He wanted to spend some time watching it to see if the Secret Service held to their routine. He also wanted to monitor the two way communications back and forth between the tower and the command center before he took out the agents posted at the tower. 

 Grant had to know the times they called in to Camp David’s security command center, or the times Cactus made contact with the tower. His contract and his orders had been specific–he had one target. The deaths of the agents assigned to the tower were neither part of his plans nor required. He’d neutralize the two Secret Service agents, then set up the comm link with the Chairman.

 . . . . . .

 Jim Norwood had been with the Secret Service for twelve years, serving the last four in the Washington field office. PPD often tapped the D.C. field office to augment the protection teams, and Norwood had been called up too many times to count. Generally, PPD or VPPD assigned him to one of the fixed posts wherever the President or vice President was speaking. The travel wasn’t bad, and Norwood looked forward to the change of pace that occurred on these temporary protection details. 

 Norwood’s partner for the day, Douglas Talley, had served the first five years of his career running down credit card scams and chasing counterfeit in the Miami field office–all non-protection assignments. When the President or Vice President made one of his infrequent trips to Miami, Talley supplemented the agents of the Protective detail. Unlike his partner, Talley yearned to be an integral part of the cadre who made up the protection details, and prayed for a permanent assignment with one of the groups in the near future. Talley wasn’t ambitious; he only wanted to be where the action was. Being stuck at the top of a fire watchtower far from Camp David didn’t make him happy.

 “I can’t believe we’re in the middle of nowhere while everyone else is working protection details at Cactus,” Talley said.

 “Relax, sit back and enjoy the view,” Norwood told his partner. “Let the other eager beavers worry about screening those turkeys and looking up each camera lens for hidden guns or explosives. I’m fine right where I am. Besides, no one cares whether you like the assignment or not. This is the U.S. Secret Service. They’ll assign you wherever they damned well please.” 

 The Service had bounced Jim Norwood around so much that his wife was sure all she had to do was to whistle and their possessions would jump into packing crates. And each move stressed his marriage that much more. 

 Now that he had a coveted Washington assignment–which amazed him since he’d never played the Service’s political game–he had no intentions of rocking the boat. None of the power mongers had taken Norwood under his wing. He had no ‘rabbi’, in Service parlance, to look out for his career. Nonetheless, here he was assigned to the D.C. field office. Not too shabby. Norwood was damned grateful no matter how he got the posting. He didn’t care what they told him to do. He’d even do a stint in public relations if it kept the family in Washington. 

 Talley didn’t have an immediate response to Norwood’s comment. No matter what his partner said, he missed not being at Camp David for such a momentous briefing. Both agents had received their assignments from Mary Neill and had departed for the fire tower directly afterward. Even with this Payton character running around, nothing was going to happen. Besides, between the two of them, they could handle anything that some screwball lawyer threw at them.


. . . . . .

 John Grant secreted himself in the woods less than twenty feet beyond the tree line, and waited for one of the agents to take a nature break. If they’d come to him, it would be a helluva lot easier than if he had to beard the lion in its den. Scratch that, two lions. 

 His patience was soon rewarded as Jim Norwood, dressed in casual garb, came tramping down the steps and walked over to the base of the tower about ten feet from where Grant lay hidden in the brush. Grant flicked the safety on the carbon dioxide-powered tranquilizer gun to off, and then slowly took aim. As the agent pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, Grant squeezed off the shot.

 The expulsion of gas from the dart gun made little noise–certainly not enough for Doug Talley to hear. The dart was right on target, hitting Norwood in the upper arm. When it struck home, the syringe fired a combination dose of tranquilizer and muscle relaxant into the agent’s bloodstream. 

 At first, Norwood thought he’d been stung by a bee. Looking to see what had caused the pain, he fumbled the still unlit cigarette. As soon as he saw the dart hanging from his sleeve, he reached for the push to talk switch clipped to his belt. 

 Before his arm got halfway to his waist, he started to lose motor control. Only then did the agent try yelling to his partner. It was a long way to the top of the tower, but it was all he had left. Although his brain willed it, his vocal cords refused to cooperate. He was even having trouble staying on his feet. He really needed to sit down. The drugs took effect, his paralysis total. He slumped to the ground. Three seconds after his brain first registered the dart’s sting, Jim Norwood lay unconscious at the foot of the sniper’s hide.

 Grant watched the powerful drugs do their work. The agent would be out for the count, but would awake alive and well. Grant went over to Norwood’s body and removed the tranquilizer dart. One down: one to go.

 Now that he had evened the odds, Grant began his climb to the top of the tower. He made no attempt to be quiet as he headed up the steps, confident the other agent would think that his partner was returning from his nature walk. 

 Doug Talley wasn’t expecting any surprises. Hence, he didn’t even bother to look up when he heard the door open. Grant’s second dart took him squarely in the left shoulder. A few seconds later, he too was unconscious. Agent Talley had gotten his wish–he was where the action was. 

 Grant slung the tranquilized agent over his shoulder, and using a fireman’s carry, brought him down to the tower’s base. Once on level ground, he placed Talley next to his partner. He then carefully bound and blindfolded both men. They would definitely be embarrassed, but at least they’d be alive.

 Having taken care of his immediate problem, he returned to the cabin and began to set up his equipment. Yesterday Grant had carefully disassembled each piece of gear, its parts wiped clean of any fingerprints and any other forensic evidence. If anything had to be left behind after Grant’s shot, he knew whatever he abandoned couldn’t be used to trace his identity. 

 As if it were a delicate piece of optical equipment, Grant removed the fifty- caliber sniper rifle from its case and placed it on the table in front of the window facing Camp David. 

 The forestry service had conveniently designed the worktable so that its top was level with the window’s lower sill. Next Grant took several small sandbags from his knapsack, and placed them firmly around the front legs of the rifle. The heavy bags would chock the bipod legs, preventing them from shifting. 

 Using a glasscutter, Grant cut a one-foot circular hole in the window directly in front of where he sat. Then he rechecked the rifle’s sighting. He then deployed the laser rangefinder in order to ascertain the range to the target. The range to target was close to fifteen hundred yards. No adjustment was needed.

 With that done, he had to determine what, if any, corrections would be required to account for the effects of weather. Wind, light, temperature, and even humidity all had an effect on the bullet, the sniper–sometimes both. 

 His greatest problem would be the wind, since even the lightest crosswind at that range would effect the point of impact. Grant checked the anemometer on the top of the forestry station. The prevailing breeze was coming from directly behind his field of fire. Through the telescope he carefully surveyed the target area, looking for anything that would give him an indication of wind direction and velocity. Near the green, Grant spotted a flagpole flying the Stars and Stripes; the flag hung limp against the pole. Once again no adjustments were needed. Closer to zero hour, he’d check again.

 Wingate had told Grant that his target would be stationary throughout the news conference. He peered through the sniper-scope a second time, noting that a table had been set in front of the banks of chairs. That was where Daniel Varrick would deliver his speech. In its center sat a cluster of three microphones. Television monitors stood on stands to the table’s left and right, as well as to either side of the chairs where the reporters would sit. A blue curtain formed the backdrop behind the speaker’s chair. Against the azure background, the flags of the United States and the office of the President of the United States stood in bold contrast.

 Grant removed the plastic box containing the custom loaded fifty-caliber cartridges and placed it open next to the right side of the rifle. He selected one round, and then carefully slid it in the breach. With the cartridge properly seated, he sent the bolt home. 

 Next he removed the three-watt portable cellular phone from the knapsack, and placed it on the table. Fortunately the people at Bell Atlantic and Cellular One had seen fit to make sure their Maryland customers could talk from their cars all the way to the western Maryland line. Nonetheless he checked the signal strength indicator on the phone’s handset. A nearly perfect reading, it displayed five out of six dots. Grant replaced the handset in its cradle.

 From his knapsack, he removed a small portable computer with built in modem. Even at this late date, his mission was contingent upon the receipt of the computer generated go-ahead signal through the cellular link. His ‘go’ signal was the word Cutter. In spite of all the preparations, all the planning and late nights, Wingate still insisted upon this last bit of fail safe precaution. In the absence of the go ahead signal, he was to abort the mission.

 With everything set up and ready to go, Grant decided to check his two captives one more time. The dosage he had used was such that each man would be out for no less than four hours. Grant loaded the tranquilizer gun, and taking a second dart, headed toward the steps. He found that both men were still out cold. Grant checked their pulses–strong and steady. 

 He took a few minutes to enjoy the fresh air and scenery. It had been a long time since he had been in the mountains–something he’d have to correct after this was over. Slowly he made the climb back to the cabin. 

 It was now ten o’clock and he wanted to be certain he was in position and ready. His intelligence indicated the conference would take the better part of an hour. There was plenty of time to get this done right.







 




CHAPTER 47

 




0930 Hours

 After they drank the tea, Janet and Payton recapped the Sterno, extinguishing the heat source. They policed their campsite, then began the hike to the tower. Once they had entered the woods, they spoke only in a low whisper. It wasn’t long before they reached the tower. 

 As they got closer, Payton became more sensitive to the fact that they were visible from its ramparts. When they reached a spot still in the woods that gave them a view of the steps leading to the top of the tower as well as the fire road, he motioned for Janet to crouch down, and did the same, watching the tower for any signs of activity. 

 Payton checked the time. The conference would begin soon, and Payton had no idea when the sniper would make his attempt at snuffing out the President's life. Wingate’s plot was moving inexorably toward its inevitable conclusion.


. . . . . .


0945 Hours

 Charles Wingate faced the impending press conference with totally divergent feelings. He knew that the course of action the Committee had devised was best. Nonetheless, the plan’s consequences terrified him. 

 When Daniel Varrick had invited his long-time friend to attend the conference, Wingate had recoiled at the possibility of being there when John Grant ended the President's life. He had struggled with his various options, wondering what would happen if he refused the invitation. In the end, he’d decided that he had no choice but to attend the conference, the consequences be damned.

 Tied up with matters of government, Varrick was unable to see his friend Wednesday evening. The following morning, a Secret Service agent arrived at Wingate’s lodge to escort him up to Aspen for breakfast with the President. 

 “Charlie, good morning,” Daniel Varrick said as soon as his friend walked in. “I trust your accommodations were satisfactory.” The President was working at his desk, a steaming mug of coffee in his hand. Obviously he had been up for several hours, putting the final touches on his speech.

 “Of course, but then I am the guest of the President of the United States.” Varrick smiled at Wingate’s emphasis on the word guest.

 “I took the liberty of having breakfast ordered for us. The Navy’s stewards feel that when you’re in the country, only a hearty breakfast will do. They put out a spread big enough to feed an army. They’ll have anything you want.”

 “It looks like the fog is burning off. We might even have a nice day... at least as far as the weather’s concerned,” Wingate said as he peered out the window.

 “I had one of my aides check the forecast. We should have cool temperatures and bright sunlight all day long. Of course, just because the President of the United States orders up good weather, doesn’t mean he’ll get it.” Daniel Varrick closed his loose leaf and got up from behind the desk. 

 “Time for a break,” he said, joining Wingate at the window. 

 Out front two agents watched the staff scurry as they readied Camp David for the impending news conference. The agent posted closest to Aspen carried a small black nylon case that Wingate knew held an Uzi submachine gun. Little good it would do them today. 

 Marines were taking their posts ready to usher the media people to the now converted golf course. Yellow ropes on stanchions marked the path from the main gate to the press conference area. Technicians cleared by the Secret Service were busy moving their equipment over to the site of the briefing. Carts loaded with high priced video cameras, monitors, sound equipment, lights, stands, tripods, and cables shuffled past attentive sentries. 

 Wingate felt it all–the excitement, the scramble by the news crews for the best locations, the tenseness in the eyes of the Secret Service agents, the Marines’ spit and polish.

 Varrick gestured toward the parade of technicians. “They’re going to spend more time setting up and taking down their gear than listening to my speech. And all that for what? By the time the hour of videotape gets to the broadcast suite, it’ll be edited down to a few minutes of air-time. Makes you wonder if it’s all worth it.” Daniel Varrick paused as more technicians scurried toward the green. 

 “Looks like breakfast’s here,” Varrick said. Two Navy stewards pushing a small trolley cart were coming up the walk toward Aspen. They arrived with an array of eggs, bacon, ham, sausage, and biscuits. The stewards poured coffee for both men.

 “Is there anything you need, Mr. President?” the senior man asked.

 “No, as usual, it looks as if you’ve thought of everything,” the President said as he lifted the cover off the serving plate. Everything smelled so good, and Daniel Varrick was hungry. “Please give my compliments to the chefs. Tell them I said ‘The condemned man ate a hearty meal’.” The President laughed at his joke. Wingate didn’t.

 While Daniel Varrick filled his dish with scrambled eggs, bacon, and a biscuit, Charles Wingate was at a loss as to what he wanted for breakfast. He finally selected a smaller portion of eggs, added some ham, and began to eat. Varrick knew his friend always began the day with a large breakfast, and he was surprised at the small portions on Wingate’s plate.

 The President mused, “It’s really funny. When I’m in Washington, I get by with an English muffin and coffee. Up here, I eat enough for two. Must be the country air.” Varrick poured himself another cup of coffee.

 The President's ebullience was in stark contrast to the cloud overshadowing Wingate’s mood. “Anything wrong?” the President asked.

 “I guess that I have a touch of the flu–nothing to be concerned about. It’ll go away soon enough,” Wingate said, barely picking at his breakfast. 

 Wingate might be having second thoughts about the Committee’s decision, but he knew there was no turning back. His allegiance to the Committee superseded all else. It had been that way since his father introduced him to the group, and it would be that way until he died. He only hoped Daniel Varrick wouldn’t push the issue. After all what could he say? That he was upset because by this afternoon his old friend would be dead? With his approval, the die had been cast. He was committed–to the end.

 “Why don’t you see one of my doctors? Navy’s got a complete medical team here. Let them take a look at you.”

 “You have a lot on your mind today. Don’t be concerned about me. I’ll be fine.”

 They finished the meal in relative silence. Wingate didn’t want Daniel Varrick focused on anything but the matter at hand. He needed to put the President’s mind at ease. “You know, Dan, some of us still have to earn our living. We can’t depend on the taxpayers to support us in the manner to which we’ve become accustomed,” Wingate said, making a feeble effort at levity. 

 The President chuckled. “You’ve always regretted your decision to stay in the private sector rather than run for office. I always said you’d make a great governor after that last idiot got voted out of office, but you wouldn’t have anything to do with it. Christ, by then you had already made your first hundred million. You could have lived like a king and still been governor of the state. You should have run.”

 “You’re right. But then, when it came to politics, I was always a day late and a dollar short. I can’t complain. The trust has kept me more than busy and certainly challenged. It hasn’t been a bad life,” Wingate said, pensively avoiding Varrick’s gaze.

 Varrick glanced at his watch. “I don’t mean to throw you out, but I’ve got a few minor touches left to do on this speech. I’ll see you after the news conference.” The President rose to see his friend to the door. “I hope you feel better. Remember, if you change your mind about using our medical facilities, call over to the security control lodge. They’ll send someone right over.”

 “Thanks, but as I said, it’s nothing. Good luck today. I hope the press doesn’t make things too rough.” Varrick waited at the door until Charles Wingate walked down the steps leading from Aspen to the main road, one of the agents trailing along a few paces behind him.


. . . . . .


0945 Hours

 As Grant got to the top of the steps, he heard the cellular phone’s chirp. He took the last few steps at a run, darting toward the phone. Only two people had his number, and according to plan, only one should be calling him.

 Grant picked up the handset. “Yes.”

 The familiar voice on the other end of the phone exclaimed, “John, you’re compromised. You aren’t supposed to get out of there alive. Abort the mission and get as far away from there as you can. They’re going to kill you!”

 Grant’s hand tightened around the handset. “Do you know what their plans are? How are they going to hit me?” 

 “No, I don’t. I overheard Wingate telling someone that you weren’t going to be a threat to the Committee after today. Then I put two and two together.”

 “I was afraid of that. I can tie this right back to the Committee, so I’m history. No way! I’ll take care of things here. Watch your six,” the man known as John Grant cautioned. “You’re as much a threat to them as I am. Maybe even more so.” 

 “I’m getting out soon. Good luck.”


 “Thanks for the heads-up.” 


 With the warning delivered, the caller calmed down. “What are friends for?” 


 Grant pressed the cell’s End button.


 John Grant approached this betrayal the same way he dealt with any other obstacle. No matter what Wingate and his cronies had in store for him, he’d be safe until after the assassination. Then all bets were off. 

 Grant sat back and ran through the possible scenarios. If he wasn’t going to get out of there alive, there were only a limited number of options. Maybe a backup gunman like in Dallas. Or the authorities could be tipped off. 

 The problem with the first scenario was that Grant hadn’t forgotten how to move through hostile territory, and he hadn’t come across any sign that someone else was lurking about. No one knew his escape route or his plans. There were too many roads to cover, especially right after the President had been shot. Law enforcement personnel would flood the entire western part of the state. Another shooter was out.

 If they were going to alert the authorities, they’d have to do so after he made the shot, but before he got away. That was a problem. Even if they knew the sniper was using the tower, it wouldn’t make any difference. He’d be out of there long before anyone was near him. The time frame was simply too short to stage it.

 Wingate had to have another means of getting rid of his loose end. Grant had to find out how they were going to eliminate him, because he was not going to run now. When you want to know what a rat’s going to do, think like a rat.

 How do you reach out and touch someone long-distance? The answer stared back at him from the table. 

 Of course, the telephone. When he thought about it, it was obvious. Wingate loved technology. He also didn’t like getting his hands dirty. He could indulge his penchant for a high tech solution to the problem Grant posed, and at the same time keep his lily white hands clean.

 Grant unplugged the cable between the cellular phone and the computer’s modem. He took out a small screwdriver he kept in his weapon maintenance kit and removed the four screws holding the top of the cellular phone to its base. 

 Gently, Grant pried the two sections apart. Before separating them completely, he slid his knife along the case feeling for a tamper switch that would detonate a bomb if he opened the phone. His inspection revealed nothing untoward. Wingate wasn’t about to take any chances. He couldn’t chance having anything happen to Grant until after Varrick was dead. 

 Gingerly, Grant separated the two sections. Two pieces of military-grade plastic had been glued to the bottom of the cover, along with the requisite blasting cap. 

 Grant chuckled to himself: A bit of overkill. One block of high-grade plastique would barely leave a trace of him to bury; two would decapitate the tower, turning everything into toothpicks. What a way to piss off the forestry service.

 Carefully Grant slid the detonator from the explosive, then snipped the wires leading to it. Good EOD–explosives ordinance disposal–called for always removing the detonator first. It’s one thing to set off the blasting cap, and quite another to have the whole bomb blow sky-high while you’re busy trying to defuse it.

 Grant looked over the circuitry. Given the distance, he doubted that Wingate would detonate it using a radio signal. Likewise a timer wouldn’t be smart since Wingate didn’t know when Grant would squeeze off the shot. 

 If Grant didn’t wait long, he could be miles from the portable phone when the timer finally reached zero. There had to be another way to detonate the bomb–something sure, simple, and foolproof. The answer had to be in the circuitry. 

 Grant traced it out in his head. A line went from the circuit board housing the telephone’s circuitry to a small circuit board glued into the case. It looked like some kind of counter, the output of which went to a relay. 

 A line from the computer’s rechargeable battery went to the relay. As Grant fiddled with the circuit, he prayed that whoever had assembled the bomb, probably someone working for Steiner Systems, had used high quality components. It’d be a real bitch if the relay contacts jiggled together and completed the circuit. From the circuit board, the lines went first to the detonator and then to the C 4. 

 Then it dawned on him. Two calls would be placed to the cellular phone. The first would be the go ahead signal from Wingate. The second, which would be transmitted later, would send another digital word to the cellular phone. The bomb’s logic circuitry would decode the command, and detonate the bomb he had been carrying around for weeks. He had to hand it to Wingate; it was neat. 

 Suddenly Wingate’s insistence that Grant always have the phone nearby made sense. If his shot killed Daniel Varrick, Wingate would erase any traces of his hired assassin. If anything went wrong and Wingate had to terminate the contract, what better way to do so than by destroying all traces of his hired assassin? Wingate certainly wasn’t going to leave anything to chance!

 With the bomb deactivated, Grant was left with a dilemma. He could pack up his gear and get the hell out of there. He already had the down payment. Or he could go after Wingate. 

 Alternatively, he could do what he came to do. Either way, he could kiss off the rest of the money. Just because Wingate missed him now didn’t mean that the Committee would give up either. From past experience, Grant knew they had a long memory. They also had the resources to hunt him down no matter where he sought asylum. Grant didn’t fancy the idea of becoming the hunted with a million-dollar contract on his head. 

 Of course only Wingate and his security man, Bill Parker, knew enough about him to be a threat. He had never met with any of the Committee’s other members. They knew him by his pseudonym but had never seen him. Only Parker and Wingate could identify him.

 The money he had banked over the years added to the down payment he had already received, would allow him to lead the kind of life most people only dreamed of. He could spend a few hundred thousand on a nice sloop, and sail the Caribbean living off the balance of the money. The world today was a small place, and wire transfers were possible from almost anywhere. His funds were instantly accessible simply by sending a fax with the right account number and matching code word. 

 On the other hand, John Grant, alias John Barron, had more reasons than mere dollars and cents to complete this assignment. He had made a promise–one he intended to keep. He’d been planning this moment for years–ever since he found out that it was Varrick, then chief of CIA Southeast Asia ops, who had steadfastly refused their pleas for help. 

 The Vietcong might have been the ones to plant the mine that shredded his SOG teammate, Charlie Wingate, but it was Varrick who set up the suicide operation in the first place and then was content to sit comfortably in his Saigon office while the men in the field perished. John Grant reassembled the cellular unit and connected it to the modem. 

 A few minutes later, he heard its buzz. Grant pressed the Send button on the handset, and then watched as the letters CUTTER flashed across the compact CRT display. He replaced the handset and disconnected the computer. He was ready.








CHAPTER 48

 




1034 Hours

 Payton spent a few minutes absorbing the predicament he was in. It was a few minutes past ten thirty; he knew the press conference would begin on time. From where they stood hidden in the brush, Payton couldn’t tell who, if anyone, was in the cabin. 

 If he climbed the stairs and found the Secret Service agents at their post, he’d be arrested on the spot. If he blundered on to the sniper, he’d probably end up dead. A quick check had merit.

 “Stay here. I’m going to take a quick look around. I’ll be right back,” he whispered to Janet. 


 Janet leaned closer to Payton. Then softly she said. “You know I love you, don’t you?”


 “How would I know that unless you told me. What do you think I am, clairvoyant?” Payton asked, smiling.


 “Be careful.”


 He set off toward the tower, staying as close as possible to the tree line. Payton knew if anyone, Secret Service or not, came down the steps while he was busy reconnoitering the area, he’d be history. 

 He stayed in the foliage rather than chance walking out into the clearing at the base of the fire watch station. As he made his way around the tower, Payton kept a wary eye on the steps leading up to the top. 

 He was so busy looking for potential trouble; he nearly tripped over the two Secret Service agents. Payton's mind lurched when he saw the two bodies. The unconscious body of Jim Norwood was at his feet. Doug Talley lay alongside. At first he thought both men were dead. It wasn’t until it registered that they were bound and gagged that he realized the sniper hadn’t killed them. 

 Payton reached down to check Norwood’s pulse. It beat strong and steady. Next he ran his hands over the agent’s body, looking for some sort of identification though he was certain he had found the Secret Service agents posted at the tower. 

 In Norwood’s shirt pocket, Payton found his ID case. The badge inside confirmed what he already suspected–the man sent to kill the President of the United States was already in position.

 Carefully, Payton made his way back to where he had left Janet. 


 “I found the Secret Service agents,” he whispered.


 “Dead?” she asked, a shiver running down her spine.


 “No, but unconscious. Wingate’s assassin must have drugged the agents, before leaving them over there,” he said, pointing across to the trees. 

 “I’m going up to the top. Promise me you’ll stay here until I get back. If anything goes wrong, get help, but go back the same way we came. No matter what you do, stay off the fire road.” 

 Janet looked into Payton's eyes. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

 “Not if I can help it.” Payton could have told her the truth–their chances of getting out of this thing alive had been slim from the start and was only getting worse. 

 He kissed her, and then picked up the shotgun. As he headed toward the tower, he flicked off the Remington’s safety. In spite of what he’d said, Payton was about to rush headlong into a blind alley.

 Payton looked up the stairs. For a brief moment he remembered the high school gym teacher who had half motivated, half driven him up the sixteen-foot-high climbing rope. It had been his freshman year, and Payton had dreaded gym classes. To make matters worse, the instructor was a prematurely graying man named Kent, who reveled in making things as hard as possible for all his students, but particularly for Payton. 

 The rope had stood in the center of the gym, daring him to reach the ceiling. He knew how to climb, but found the height daunting. Twice he’d tried and failed to make it to the top. The third time his gym teacher had stood at the bottom of the rope as Payton began his ascent. He had made it up the first eight feet before he stopped. His mind’s eye saw him falling to the floor. The instructor had yelled, “The only thing you have to fear is fear itself. Get your ass up that rope!” 

 Payton had gripped the rope tighter and continued his climb, pausing every few feet to test his hold on the rough hemp.

 “Guts, Mr. Payton, guts!” the instructor had yelled at him. Payton had pressed on, more afraid of the teacher’s wrath than of the rope. Now he was back at the foot of his rope of fear, but this time things were different: his life was on the line.

 Payton's eyes followed the steps’ zigzag route down to the ground. Each step would move him closer to his quarry. After every set of ten stairs, a narrow landing turned the climber in the opposite direction before he had to tackle the next flight. Fortunately, the steps were both narrow and close to the tower’s side, making it difficult for the sniper to see him. 

 Clutching the shotgun, he started the slow climb up the steps. The stock was in his right hand, the shortened barrel in his left, and the muzzle pointed up. If the sniper ambushed him on the steps, he’d be cut to pieces. He purposely kept his finger away from the Remington’s trigger. Payton was shaky, and a slip would be the end.

 When Payton's foot hit the third step, it creaked loudly. As he glanced up, Payton prayed that the assassin wouldn’t hear his footfall. No one peered over the side. Each step brought Payton closer to the top of the fire tower–closer to facing the demons that awaited him–one in the cabin, one in his head. Payton choked down his fear, and continued up to the first landing. 

 When he got there, Payton gave himself a moment’s respite before continuing his climb. He felt more exposed now than before. Unable to afford any distraction, he didn’t dare look down to where Janet sat watching his progress. He wiped the perspiration from his forehead. 

 He continued to the second landing. Here he didn’t stop, certain that if he did, the agony of self-doubt would take control and he’d never see the top of the tower. Without so much as a look down or behind him, he continued his ascent.

 The last group of steps went up to the catwalk encircling the cabin. Four steps from the top, Payton saw that glass windows enclosed the cabin on all four sides. 

 He looked at the door. Where were the hinges? Did it open in or out? There were no hinges on the door’s exterior; it had to open into the cabin. That would work to his favor when he finally rushed the sniper. Options, where were his options? He had none. 


. . . . . .


1045 Hours

 The Secret Service, along with Cantrell’s Marine detachment, had screened all the press people, the television news teams, and the technicians supporting the media. Every piece of equipment had been searched; every individual who sought entry was checked for concealed weapons. Everything was as ready as it could be. Camp David’s gates were secure. No one else would be admitted. The retreat was locked up tighter than Fort Knox’s vaults. Thiesse checked his watch for what must have been the tenth time. It was nearly eleven o’clock–show time.

 Allen Thiesse raised his sleeve to his mouth while mashing the transceiver’s push to talk button. Then he spoke into the microphone clipped to his cuff. “All units, this is Horsepower One. Get ready. We’re moving Cutter now,” he said referring to the President by his code name. 


. . . . . .


1057 Hours

 Payton noted that the cabin’s door was partially open. If the catwalk creaked at his step, he’d fire as soon as the sniper came to investigate the noise. Holding his breath, Payton stepped up onto the landing. Careful to stay under the level of the windows, he inched toward the crack of the partially opened door. 

 From his position he could see the sniper hunched over his rifle. The man’s finger was already on the trigger, his eye glued to the sniper-scope. Payton thought briefly about trying to take him alive. If he were successful, he could prove everything he had told the Secret Service. If he failed, he’d die. Seconds ticked off. 

 Streaked with sweat, Payton crouched outside the door. Silently he willed the assassin not to turn around. It was time to put an end to the nightmares of the past months. Payton took a deep breath, and then charged for the door.


. . . . . .

 Janet Phillips watched the man she loved climb the steps to the top of the fire tower. Although she was standing safe amongst the trees near the tower base, Janet shared Payton's fear. It rippled through her body as if she were the one stalking the assassin. She knew the person that Wingate had picked to kill the President would be very special–a trained killer. And he would not be easily taken, even by other professionals. As her fear rose like bile, she prayed that Payton would somehow stop the assassination. 

 She felt helpless, unable to provide any kind of support. There was no way to make the feeling disperse; nowhere to go where it didn’t get you. And it was coming home to roost. She had had to be crazy to let Steve get involved in this scheme, much less involve her too. It wasn’t his job to stop anybody from assassinating the President. She should have stopped him at the start, but she hadn’t. Guilt swept over her like a tidal wave. Unlike a wave, which soon passes, the feeling of dread stuck with her.

 










CHAPTER 49

 




1059 Hours

 The complex of cables carrying video and audio signals from a multitude of cameras and microphones snaked their way from the golf course to a morass of state of the art broadcast transmission equipment. Ten rows of metal folding chairs, sixteen chairs each, were arranged in a rectangular array. 

 The first row, reserved for the big name reporters and network anchor people, was ten feet from the table where the President of the United States would deliver his briefing. A question and answer period would follow. A blue velvet rope looped from stanchion to stanchion, demarcating the area between the press and the table from which the President would deliver his speech.

 President Varrick's Secret Service escorts maintained formation until he was in position in front of the gathering. Once near the table, the flanking agents shifted to left and right, taking positions far enough from the President for their presence not to be a distraction. 

 As soon as Daniel Varrick walked toward the table, the banks of klieg lights came to life, illuminating the entire area where, in a few seconds, the President would sit. Simultaneously the electronic strobes of the still photographers flashed like bolts of lightning over the assemblage. All three major networks, as well as two lesser ones, were carrying the President's speech live. President Varrick smiled for the cameras, as if to reassure the millions of viewers that everything was going to be fine.

 Immediately hands shot up while a chorus of voices called out, “Mr. President.” Daniel Varrick took his seat and arranged his notes on the table in front of him. When it became obvious that the President was not going to entertain any questions, the gathering stilled.

 “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Varrick said. “I know you have numerous questions about a wide range of topics of interest to your viewers and readers. However, before I answer any questions from the floor, I want to talk to you about our economy and the direction in which this great nation is headed.”

 As the President began his introductory comments, Allen Thiesse walked over to the side of the gathering, and mingled with some of the press people and technicians. This was standard practice whenever the President spoke and added to the overall security. Thiesse remained in constant touch with the retreat’s command center, but no communications were initiated during an event unless it was an emergency. Because all his people were close to each other, Thiesse had the squelch on his unit adjusted to a point that kept his earphone free of the channel’s static. 

 “Horsepower One, Cactus here,” Thiesse’s radio crackled. 

 The unanticipated message galvanized the head of PPD. Whatever the command center wanted, it was urgent. He moved quickly for his push to talk switch to acknowledge the transmission. Some of the press noted his reaction, and wondered what was going on. The President was right up there in front of them. Everything seemed fine.

 “We can’t raise Champion Two.” Thiesse’s mind ran down the list of call signs and positions–Champion Two was the team at the fire watchtower. Suddenly the pieces dropped into place. The attack that he had figured would materialize from someone at the news conference would come instead from the forestry service’s fire watchtower. 


. . . . . .


1100 Hours

 John Grant smoothed the folds of his shirt where soon the rifle would nestle against his shoulder. He flicked off the safety, and brought the gunstock up and into position. Sighting through the scope, he positioned the top of the vertical post in the reticle on the center of the President's chest, and then quartered his target. 

 Grant finally had the right man in his sights. In his mind, he envisioned the path the heavy round would take as it left the gun barrel to begin its nearly mile long journey. Daniel Varrick would be dead before he hit the ground, a fitting end to an ignoble career. 

 Ever so slowly, Grant applied the pressure on the trigger needed to start the bullet on its lethal journey. Carefully he controlled his breathing. Even a slight quiver would throw the trajectory of the high powered round off–no time for a second shot. 

 As Grant’s finger tightened on the trigger, the cabin door burst open. The firing pin shot forward, striking the shell’s primer; the bullet began its deadly supersonic flight.








CHAPTER 50

 



 The mass of lead thundered over the heads of the gathered reporters, newscasters, and TV technicians, the sound of the bullet’s shock wave preceding the crash of the gunshot by a mere fraction of a second. 

 The heavy round crashed into one of the video monitors behind the President’s table. The noise of the shattering glass and the flash of shorted electronics added to the overall pandemonium. Bedlam broke out as the reporters couldn’t decide between running for cover or trying to catch a better glimpse of the history taking place in front of them. A few screamed in futile protest; others maneuvered for a better camera angle.

 The television signal originating at Camp David was carried by hardwire outside the compound to a large white van. On top of the truck, a medium size dish antenna, pointed skyward, passed the signal to a communications satellite fixed in a geostationary orbit. 

 From there, it was downlinked to the networks, where after suitable editing, the process was repeated until the same signal was finally released into the ether for all to see. Across the nation, people remained glued to their television sets, watching, waiting, and praying that this nightmare would soon be over–and that when it was, President Varrick would be alive and well. 

 The safety of the President their prime concern, two Secret Service agents instinctively rushed forward, placing their bodies in direct line of fire. Huddled around the President, they prayed that they wouldn’t have to find out if their Kevlar vests could withstand a fifty-caliber onslaught. Two agents in the rear swung around, their weapons drawn, facing the direction they thought the shot had come from. 

 The head of PPD had barely begun to react to the message from the command center when the round tore past him. Allen Thiesse rushed toward the President, elbowing slow moving media people out of his way while dodging the video and sound equipment. His first objective was to ensure the President's safety, even before concerning himself with the capture of the would be assassin. 

 Daniel Varrick appeared shaken by the explosion of the television monitor. Not realizing it was a gun shot, he began to stand, making himself an even larger target for the assassin’s second shot. Thiesse wanted him on the ground, and fast. He was relieved to see that other agents, having gotten to the President first, had already forced him down below the conference table.

 As soon as he reached Varrick, Thiesse ran his hands over the President's body searching for bullet wounds, and praying he wouldn’t find any. He felt for blood on the President's shirt and slacks, but his hands came away clean without the telltale sign that would signify a grievous, and possibly mortal wound. “Keep him down until we get a handle on the situation,” he yelled at his two team members whose bodies now shielded the President’s. 

 Thiesse’s earphone came alive with the sound of communications going back and forth between the command center and the various security posts. As soon as the frequency cleared, Thiesse hit his push to talk button. “Get the War Wagon up here now,” he barked the first of a stream of orders. 

 They’d chance moving the President as soon as the armor plated vehicle was in position. Thiesse wasn’t sure whether he was dealing with a single assassin or whether he was in the middle of an elaborate conspiracy played out by a sophisticated group intent upon ending the Varrick presidency. In either case, his plan was the same. Get the President out of harm’s way, and then deal with the threat. “Sound off, arm’s reach consideration, cover and evacuate”–the protection manual’s litany ran through his head.

 Knowing that Allen Thiesse was handling the situation at the scene, Mary Neill took the first steps toward apprehending the would be assassin. She hit the push to talk switch for her transceiver, then barked into the mike, “Get Falcon in the air, and over to that tower.” 

 Falcon was the call sign for the air cover unit assigned to the Secret Service. She too had been monitoring Baker channel and knew the shot had to have come from the fire tower. “I want three Checkmate teams to hit that tower,” she said, dispatching six more agents by car.

 “Horsepower One, War Wagon’s on its way,” Thiesse heard on their channel. 

 While the detail protecting the President waited, Thiesse covered Daniel Varrick with the Kevlar topcoat PPD always kept nearby. Developed by the R and D Division, it contained several layers of the bullet resistant material. 

 Thiesse didn’t know what caliber weapon the sniper was using, but given the distance he had to be shooting from, Thiesse was betting on something heavy, possibly fifty caliber. The special coat might not stop the high caliber round, but whatever protection it did afford was better than none at all.

 Thiesse saw the War Wagon screech to a stop. “Ready to move out?” he asked the four agents who knelt in front of and alongside the President. They nodded, almost in unison.

 “All right, let’s do it.” 

 Like a well rehearsed ballet, the PPD team, staying low to the ground, guided President Varrick toward the Secret Service vehicle. A fifth agent, securing their departure, had an Uzi submachine gun at the ready.

 As the team guarding the President neared the car, one of the agents yanked open the rear door. Shoving Daniel Varrick into the back seat, they piled in after him. Allen Thiesse kept the President's head and shoulders below window level. Even though the vehicle could withstand everything short of a rocket attack, he’d play it safe. They’d move Varrick back to Aspen, and then secure the entire area. 

 Thiesse really would have preferred the White House, the safest possible place, but it was too risky to consider a return flight to Washington. If this was a massive conspiracy, the would be assassins might have sophisticated ground to air missiles. Besides, the two support helicopters hadn’t been dispatched from Anacostia.

 With the door closed, Thiesse yelled, “Get us to Aspen.” The big car was already on its way.


. . . . . .

 The sniper wheeled to face the door, still swinging on its hinges from the force of Payton's entry. Payton found himself facing a man in some kind of camouflaged colored mask. At first he wasn’t certain it was the same person who had started him on this deadly odyssey–until he saw the cold blue eyes staring back at him. 

 As Payton brought the Remington around, the assassin glanced over his shoulder, searching for something. It had to be a gun.

 Payton held his fire, waiting for a clear shot. Already his enemy was poised, ready to strike. As the shotgun came around to the sniper’s general direction, Payton fired. The paneling on the far wall splintered as the buckshot tore into it. The explosion was deafening in the cabin’s closed area, echoing off the walls, floor, and ceiling. Unaccustomed to the report of a gun fired inside such a small room, Payton felt his head ring with the echo of the blast. 

 Just as Payton pulled the trigger, the sniper dived for the floor, closing the distance between the two men. Had he remained where he was, the spray from the buckshot would have cut him in two. As it was, Payton's first shot missed. 

 Payton chambered another round, but the sniper, already back on his feet, managed to get his hands around the barrel. For a brief second, both men stood face to face, locked in a deadly contest, separated only by the gun. Each struggled, vying to wrestle the Remington from the other’s grasp. Neither would give up; neither could.

 Payton prayed for help. The Secret Service had to know the shot came from the tower. If he could only hold on a little longer, the sniper would still be there when the agents got there. If not, they’d arrive to find Payton dead. 

 Grant twisted the shotgun in an attempt to force Payton to release his hold, but the lawyer’s vise-like grip was too much for Grant to break simply by trying to wrestle the shotgun away. 

 For an instant, the two men were trapped in a stalemate. Then Grant rolled backward, bending his knees, and bringing the shotgun and Payton down toward the floor of the cabin. Payton immediately lost his balance, and sailed over Grant toward the other wall of the cabin. If he stood any chance of avoiding a broken neck when he hit the floor, he had to let go of the gun.

 Payton landed with a loud thud, his back taking the brunt of the fall. He was desperately afraid of hearing the sound of the Remington’s slide working back and forth, racking another shell. But the shotgun had slid across the cabin floor, and was nowhere near the sniper. As quickly as his tortured muscles and bones would let him, Payton got to his feet and turned to face the man he had pursued since he had first come face to face with the assassin in Pine Lakes. 

 He knew that he was no match for the assassin in any kind of hand to hand combat. Payton looked around quickly for something, anything, to use as a weapon. His eye caught sight of the rifle. He had to get it before the sniper could move in for his final attack. 

 In a feeble attempt to ward off the inevitable, Payton lunged for the rifle, and swung it at the sniper. The barrel slammed into Grant’s ribs forcing a pained grunt from the man’s lips. Payton had put all the force he could muster behind the blow, yet Grant refused to go down. 

 Readying another swing, Payton moved in again. As he swung, Grant feinted to the side, allowing the gun to arc past his body. With his right hand, Grant snared Payton's wrist and levered it downward pulling him off balance. Payton's last means of defense fell from his hand.

 There was no doubt in Payton's mind that Grant was going to kill him–none whatsoever. Payton looked into Grant’s face and saw only rage in the icy blue eyes glaring back at him–eyes that would signal the next, and probably final, move of this deadly ballet the two of them had been choreographing. If only he had another weapon. 

 As Grant moved toward him, ready for the final act, Payton saw death clearly. He knew he couldn’t win this battle. Yet he was damned if he was going down easily.

 When Grant got within striking range, Payton struck directly at Grant’s face. With his left arm, the sniper parried the blow, and then plunged the two leading knuckles of his right fist into Payton's solar plexus. 

 In a split second, the air was forced from Payton's already exhausted lungs. The pain of Grant’s strike grabbed at Payton's insides. He wasn’t sure if the solar plexus hit was fatal, but then he didn’t care. The fight in him was gone, expended like the air in a paper bag after it’s been popped. 

 It was over; he had lost. Payton dropped to his knees, leaving his head and upper body open to Grant’s follow-up blow. In that position he was vulnerable to any one of a number of fatal strangle holds or karate strikes. Yet the sniper delayed finishing him off. 

 Payton's lungs begged for air, but there was none to be had, the pain in his chest demanding immediate attention. A wheezing sound came from Payton's lips as Grant towered above him. Grant looked at him, with a sadistic but all knowing smile. In spite of Wingate’s promises that Payton and the Phillips woman wouldn’t interfere with his op, he had.

 “Mr. Payton, I presume,” he said gloating over his prey. “It’s time we part ways. . . permanently.” 

 Grant stepped behind Payton, and picked up a gun. Taking careful aim, he fired one shot into Payton's back. “Checkmate, Mr. Payton.” Payton slid mercifully into the darkness.

 Grant’s mind ran through the options still open to him. In minutes the Secret Service response teams would arrive at the tower. The mission was a bust, but that didn’t mean that he intended to be a trophy on anyone’s wall. Grant had waited years to even the score with Daniel Varrick. All that had been lost in an instant, thanks to the man whose body lay on the floor before him. Grant bent over Payton's body for a second.

 Rising, he quickly inventoried the items he had brought with him. He placed his Smith & Wesson back into his shoulder holster. He shoved the cellular phone and computer terminal, along with the laser rangefinder and rest of his gear, into his pack. The custom made, and therefore possibly traceable, rifle went into its case. He couldn’t chance leaving it behind. The pack and the gun case Grant slung over his shoulder. He glanced about the room, and then headed for the door.

 Grant wasn’t sure Payton had made the trip to the tower alone, and he didn’t want any more surprises. Even if the Phillips woman was with Payton, she’d be powerless to stop him. Nonetheless, he had no intention of using the steps. Grant fastened a climbing rope to a supporting member on the catwalk on the far side of the tower, tossing the rest of the rope under the catwalk railing. After testing the knot, Grant slid under the railing and rappelled down the side of the tower. 

 Grant hit the ground and immediately took stock of his situation. Yanking the nine millimeter from his shoulder holster, he moved toward the trees and out of the clearing. Quickly, he glanced around to see if anyone was waiting for him. Nothing caught his eye.

 The whomp of the approaching helicopter caused him to stop and remain motionless for a few seconds, but the intrusion detector’s audible alert drove him further into the woods. The response teams were converging on the tower. Grant knew the Secret Service used canine patrols for security, and he wanted to put as much distance between him and the tower as possible. 

 Even with Camp David’s Marine contingent, the Secret Service wouldn’t have enough manpower to cover the entire area north of the retreat. Bordered by Manahan Road and Route 550, the area was sufficiently large to keep them searching for days. 

 He was certain he could make it back to where he had stashed the car and get out of the area before the Secret Service had time to close all the roads. In the meantime the more confusion he created, the more time he’d have to escape. At least Payton and his woman friend would serve some purpose. 








CHAPTER 51

 Janet had heard the roar of Grant’s rifle just as Payton entered the cabin–and, a short time later, the shotgun blast. After the two reports, she heard nothing. With bated breath, she hoped and prayed that Payton had somehow gained the advantage. 

 In spite of Payton's instructions, Janet headed for the stairs. Gazing up, she tried to figure out what she was going to do–obey Payton’s instructions or find out what happened at the top of the tower. 

 Just as she was about to make her way up the tower, she saw someone fling open the cabin door. She watched as the man went around to the far side of the catwalk, and then disappeared from view. Janet hesitated. Steve’s words echoed in her head. If he didn’t come back for her, she was to get out of there. Even when he had told her, Janet had known that she could never turn her back on the man she loved. 

 The rush of the three Checkmate teams Mary Neill had dispatched to the tower ended Janet’s predicament. While Janet was emerging from the woods, the cars encircled the tower base. Before they even came to a stop, the vehicles disgorged the agents. One saw her right away, and called out to the others. 

 As three agents covered Janet with their weapons, the first commanded, “Lady, keep your hands up where we can see them. Walk toward us, but don’t make any sudden moves.”

 Obediently, she did what they had told her. When she got to a point halfway between the cars and the trees, the agent yelled, “Stop where you are. Now turn around and face the woods. Clasp your hands behind your head.”

 Janet paused, unsure of what they wanted her to do first. Things were happening too fast. Where was Steve? 

 Other agents were now covering the tower with their guns. One Secret Service agent had drawn some sort of submachine gun from a black nylon case. He was pointing it at the cabin. 

 “Don’t shoot. Steve’s up there,” Janet pleaded. She didn’t know what condition Payton was in–whether he was alive or dead–but she knew the agents would shoot first and ask questions later. The last thing she wanted to see was Payton appearing on the catwalk, a shotgun in his hand.

 “Clasp your hands behind your head, Lady. Now turn around and face the woods,” the agent yelled, gesturing with his gun.

 Janet turned around, then did what she was told. She stood there like that, waiting. Were they going to shoot her in the back? No, she decided, these were the good guys.

 “Drop to your knees,” the agent directed her harshly.

 Janet went down on her knees. As she did so, she heard agents approach from the right and left. She felt her left hand being yanked down and behind her back, the cold steel of the handcuffs snapping around her wrist. The agent pulled her right hand down in the same fashion, securing it with the other handcuff. 

 “Let me explain–please, “ she begged as they dragged her to her feet.

 “Lady, we don’t know what we’ve got here. This isn’t the time to explain anything. Just keep your mouth shut until we get the situation under control.” 

 “My boyfriend’s up there,” she said, looking at the top of the tower. “He tried to stop the sniper. I heard two shots. I think one came from the sniper, and the second was my boyfriend’s gun. You’ve got to help him.”

 One of the agents did a quick pat down, after which they pushed her into one of the cars, slamming the door behind her. Not willing to risk anything happening to her, one of the agents remained at the car. Once Janet was in custody, the agent who had put her into the car radioed Camp David. 

 “Cactus, this is Horsepower Six. We have a female suspect who fits the description of Janet Phillips in custody. She’s indicated that there might be two men up there–both armed. Said she heard two shots. She thought one came from her friend’s gun. We’re going in.”

 “Horsepower Six, Cactus. Message confirmed,” Camp David’s security command center replied.

 Two agents covered the tower’s base, while the others ran up the stairs. When they reached the top, agents covered the left and right sides of the catwalk while the others entered the room. 

 There were obvious signs of a struggle: furniture was overturned, glass broken, and the cabin in general disarray. They found Payton's body on the floor. 

 It was standard procedure to handcuff the suspect whether he was alive or dead, and the agents were going to stick to the book. They slapped the cuffs on Payton. One agent recovered the sawed off shotgun from under the table, where it had been kicked during the struggle with Grant. Another frisked Payton to make certain he didn’t have any other weapons. They checked Payton's body, but there were no signs of trauma other than a few bruises still turning blue, proof the man had been in a fight. 

 On the ground, the rest of the team located Agents Norwood and Talley. Neither showed any signs of trauma. Both were unconscious.

 The team leader radioed Camp David. “Cactus, this is Horsepower Six. We’ve secured the tower and have two suspects in custody, a male and a female. The male suspect’s out cold, but he fits the description of Steven Payton. Champion Two appear to have been drugged, but otherwise seem to be all right. Request instructions.”

 Mary Neill was still calling the shots; Allen Thiesse remained with the President. “Horsepower Six, this is Horsepower Two. Leave one team at the tower to secure the crime scene. We’ll supplement them from here. Keep the two suspects apart, and transport them to Cactus as soon as relief arrives. I’m also sending in a medic unit for Champion Two.” The Checkmate detail member acknowledged the directive. 

 A second agent slipped behind the wheel of the car Janet was in while the agent originally assigned to guard her opened the rear door and got in. Janet lay back against the seat, listening to her own breathing, and trying desperately to calm herself. Everything was a blur as the car sped down the road away from the tower and away from Steve. 








CHAPTER 52

 As soon as the support teams reached the tower, they hustled Payton into one of the government cars. When they got to Camp David, the agents half carried, half dragged Payton into an unused cabin, then manhandled him into a chair. 

 Slowly Payton came out of his drug induced stupor. His mind tried feebly to make the rest of his body function again, but something prevented it. As he sat there, it seemed as if he had just come out of general anesthesia. The first of his senses to return was his hearing. Men were talking–about him. Where was Janet? Was she all right? Or had she too fallen victim to Wingate’s assassin? He went in and out of consciousness, not yet all back, but definitely not gone. The bitterness in his mouth signaled the return of his sense of taste. 

 Payton opened his eyes, unsure what he’d see, or even if he could see. Slowly light areas and dark areas danced in front of his eyes, but nothing distinct and recognizable. Everything gradually became more defined, but Payton's vision remained blurred. Very slowly, the blurs took on definitive shapes as his eyes regained their acuity. People were moving. Janet wasn’t in the room.

 In the next few minutes, Payton's body began to return to normal. He felt as if he’d been run over by a steamroller. Everything was sluggish, out of kilter. He didn’t want to move; he didn’t want to get up. His arms ached, and there was a pain in his shoulder. Every part of him hurt. 

 Payton groaned and looked around. Why couldn’t he move his hands? What was wrong? His arms and hands refused to function. Slowly, he realized that he was bound. Why was he handcuffed? Why did he hurt everywhere? The sniper-did they get him? Where was he? Where was Janet? Payton struggled to move. He couldn’t. The two guards held him securely.

 The last thing Payton recalled was the pain in his chest, of trying to breathe when his lungs refused to work. He didn’t remember being knocked unconscious, but he still hurt where the assassin had hit him in the chest and he was sore all over. Payton's head was one big migraine. He couldn’t focus his eyes on the scene in front of him, but he knew that the sniper wasn’t there. 

 “Where’s Janet?” he yelled at the agents. 


 When no one bothered answering him, he attempted to get to his feet, only to be shoved back into the chair. 


 “Where’s Janet?” he stammered, insistent upon an answer.


 One of the agents took pity on him and said, “If by Janet you mean the blonde we found at the bottom of the tower, she’s fine. She’s in custody too. Now just keep quiet.”

 “Is the President all right?”

 “What do you care, you son of a bitch?” another agent asked menacingly.

 “Please, I need to know. Is President Varrick all right?” Payton pleaded still unsure if he had somehow managed to foil the assassination attempt.

 “He’s shaken, but fine. Now keep your fucking mouth shut!” 

 As long as Janet was all right, Payton was content. He’d cooperate with the authorities and do whatever they asked of him, even if that meant he had to be quiet when he had so much to tell them.

 The agents fully intended to read Payton his rights, but they weren’t going to take any chances on a bungled arrest. As long as Payton could plead that he wasn’t in his right senses when they Mirandized him, the agents were going to hold off questioning him.

 Three agents watched every breath he took even though he remained manacled. With agents assigned to guard Payton, and others securing the tower area, Mary Neill instructed the rest of her people to begin collecting evidence. 

 Like the agents assigned to her, Mary Neill was carefully following the procedures set out by the Service. She had already talked to her boss. They had decided that they would try to get whatever information they could out of Payton before interrogating Janet Phillips. Since Ross Whitman had had previous contact with Payton, Thiesse wanted him to lead the interrogation team. 

 When Whitman entered the cabin, Payton acknowledged the agent. Ross Whitman asked one of the other agents to change Payton's handcuffs so that he was cuffed in the front and not behind his back as he had been when they secured for transport to Camp David. Whitman then set up two small reel-to-reel tape recorders; the microphones were on the table in front of where Payton was seated.

 “Before we go any further, I’m going to read you your rights,” Whitman said with unbridled contempt. Whitman had seriously miscalculated the threat posed by Payton. When it came time to place the responsibility, he’d be at the head of the list. At least there weren’t going to be any foul ups in this interrogation–no mistakes that would later have the U.S. attorney breathing fire down his neck. Everything would be by the book. Although if he had his way, he would have hanged Payton from the nearest tree.

 “I know my rights.” Payton said testily. “Or did you forget I’m an attorney?”

 The agent didn’t answer the retort, but removed a small card from his ID case, and began. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to talk to a lawyer and have him present with you while you are being questioned. If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed to represent you before any questioning if you wish. You can decide at any time to stop the questioning and not answer any questions or make any statements. Do you understand each of these rights I have explained to you?”

 Frustrated with the lack of progress, Payton said, “Of course.” 


 “Do you wish to talk to us now?” 


 “Let’s get on with it,” Payton said testily. The hum from the tape recorders suddenly became the only sound in the room.


 “For the record, my name is Ross Whitman. I am a special agent with the United States Secret Service assigned to the Protective Intelligence Division.” Whitman read the date, time, location, and other particulars into the record and then turned his attention to Payton. “Mr. Payton, why did you attempt to assassinate the President?”

 Payton jumped from the chair only to be grabbed by the two agents hovering behind him. “Are you crazy? I didn’t do any such thing. I tried to stop it!”

 “Mr. Payton, you are aware that someone did attempt to shoot the President of the United States this morning, are you not?”


 “It wasn’t me,” Payton snapped back.


 Whitman moved quickly to nail what he was certain was a lie. “We found you in the exact spot the sniper used.”


 “I was there, but I didn’t try to kill President Varrick!”


 “Where did you hide the rifle,” the agent demanded.


 “I never fired a rifle. I had a shotgun that went off when I tried to stop the sniper. But that’s it,” Payton said adamantly.


 Payton looked at Ross Whitman and then around the room at the other agents. No one believed him. They actually thought he had tried to kill the President. 

 “Look, you’ve got to believe me. What I told you in Washington was true. There was going to be an assassination attempt, but Wingate was behind it from the start. I only tried to stop it. Janet and I figured out that the fire tower was the best place to shoot from. I got there just as Wingate’s hired assassin fired. We fought, and obviously he won.” It was a cool day, but the cabin was suddenly getting warmer. Payton began to perspire.

 “Could I have a glass of water?” Payton asked. None of the agents moved a muscle.

 “Things will go a lot easier for you if you cooperate. You tried to kill the President, and we know that you and Ms. Phillips were involved in the murder of those two deputies in Thurmont.” 

 “What?” Payton exclaimed. 

 “Last evening, two deputies assigned to conduct surveillance on the motel where you and Ms. Phillips were staying were gunned down. Directly after the shooting, you and Ms. Phillips fled the scene,” Whitman stated accusingly. “Witnesses identified you from your descriptions, others got the tag number of your rental car, and the waitress who found the bodies stated that you were seen leaving the restaurant at the approximate time the shootings took place. Do you care to comment, or are all these people wrong?”

 “We had nothing to do with that either,” Payton said firmly. He might have had a chance of convincing the agents that he didn’t take the shot at President Varrick. They knew the shotgun wasn’t the assassin’s weapon, and they obviously hadn’t found the high-powered rifle. Unless they came up with the gun, the Secret Service had a glaring gap in their logic. That had to be obvious to the more astute members of the organization, whoever and wherever they were. 

 But the murder of the two deputies was an entirely different matter. Payton knew those deaths had to be attributable to Wingate, but proving it was another story. He and Janet had been there. If the deputies had been killed while watching Payton's room as Whitman said, he and Janet were the logical suspects. And they could only vouch for each other.

 “You and Ms. Phillips have been all over the place since our meeting last Friday. Right behind you we find two slain police officers, and then we have an assassination attempt on the President. You gave me a scenario last week–something out of the Twilight Zone–then you almost made it happen exactly like you first predicted.” Whitman wanted Payton to realize the gravity of his situation. He waited a few more seconds before continuing.

 His whole story appeared to be an unsubstantiated fabrication. Janet’s testimony was all but useless since the agents believed that she was also part of the assassination attempt. Whitman painted a very black picture of his part in the alleged conspiracy, which now extended to two more deaths; both of which were of law enforcement officers. And Agent Whitman wasn’t done with him, at least not yet. 

 “And what are we to believe is the truth? That you got some sort of electronic mail message that detailed Charles Wingate’s plans to murder his best friend? Then you and Ms. Phillips somehow managed to find the sniper and you got into a fight with him. Then you’d have us believe that he knocked you out and left the area while every Secret Service agent and law enforcement officer in the state is out looking for anyone who’s even remotely suspicious. You really expect us to swallow that crap?” Whitman asked incredulously.

 Payton saw the futility of his situation; their minds were made up. Whitman was certain that he and Janet were behind the assassination attempt, and nothing he said could change the agent’s mind. He opted to remain silent and not rise to Whitman’s taunt.

 “What did you do with the rifle? Did you give it to Ms. Phillips so she could hide it? Come on, where did you stash it? Sooner or later, we’re going to find it.”

 The Secret Service had already begun a trace search on the Remington 870 that Payton had purchased in Maine. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms directed the National Firearms Tracing Center to trace the serial number of the Remington recovered by the agents at the scene. The Center contacted Remington Arms, who verified that the shotgun had been shipped to its dealer in Maine. 

 The latter confirmed the sale to Payton. They were also able to determine that Payton had not bought any other guns through legitimate sources, which left the mystery of the sniper rifle still up in the air. 

 The Secret Service knew that Payton could have bought the gun through any one of a dozen possible sources where there would be no official records, so the fact that there wasn’t a record of the purchase didn’t rule Payton out as a suspect.

 “I never had any gun other than the shotgun. When I got into the cabin, the man I saw in the restaurant was there with a telescopic rifle pointed out the window. If it’s not there now, then he took it with him.” His defense was being shot to ribbons; he had nothing with which to parry Whitman’s argument.

 During his career Payton had prepared many cases. As such, he knew what would sell and what wouldn’t. He also knew how much circumstantial evidence the prosecution had to put forth before a jury would return a guilty verdict. He knew the kind of case the prosecutor had to lay out before the jury would forget all the stuff about “beyond a reasonable doubt” and convict the defendant. If he could have chosen the side that he’d be on, Payton would have picked the prosecution. 

 Agent Whitman shook his head, and then pulled the microphone closer. “Steven Payton, I am charging you with attempted murder in that you conspired with one Janet Phillips to assassinate the President of the United States.” 

 Payton looked around at the other agents. From the look on their faces, each already had him indicted, tried, and found guilty.








CHAPTER 53

 At the security command post, Allen Thiesse, Mary Neill, and Ross Whitman were meeting, the first time since the couple had been apprehended. 

 “What do you have so far?” Thiesse asked.

 Mary Neill began briefing her boss. “We’ve got Payton in Buckeye and Janet Phillips in Elm. Ross interrogated Payton, but got nowhere. Payton still insists that everything he told Ross last week was true. He’s holding tight to his story. 

 According to Payton, after he got less than an enthusiastic welcome from ID, he decided to pursue his own investigation.” Neill shot a sideways glance at Ross Whitman. “As a result, he scouted the area around here, and came up with the theory that the sniper would likely use the forestry watchtower.”

 Thiesse turned to Whitman. “What do you think?”


 “Pure bunk. I’m no shrink, but I’d bet he’s behind the assassination attempt.”


 “What about the sniper rifle?” Allen Thiesse asked the pair.


 “Only the shotgun was found in the cabin. Our people are searching the surrounding area, but so far haven’t come up with anything, and I’m not sure they will,” Thiesse’s assistant told him.

 “Why not?” Thiesse asked.


 “Because I don’t think Payton had time to hide the rifle.”


 “He could have tossed it over the side to Janet Phillips,” Ross Whitman countered.


 “He could have, but the teams at the site didn’t find any shovels, and she didn’t have a lot of time to hide it. On top of that we can’t explain finding Payton unconscious–just like Agents Norwood and Talley. There might be another person involved.”

 “And that other person could be working with Payton,” Whitman interrupted.

 “Maybe,” Mary Neill answered, “but why would he leave Payton at the cabin, where he’s sure to be found and interrogated? Something just doesn’t add up,” she said shaking her head.

 “What about Talley and Norwood? Did they see anything before the lights went out?” Thiesse asked.

 “No,” Mary Neill replied. “They were taken out separately. Agent Norwood was shot with the tranquilizing dart at the base of the tower, Talley at the top. Neither saw a thing.”

 “All right. Where do we go from here?” Thiesse inquired.

 Ross Whitman sat back in his chair. “I’d like to offer the Phillips woman immunity from prosecution if she rolls over on Payton. Other than finding her at the scene, we can’t tie her to anything illegal. Payton's obviously used her as a pawn, and no jury’s going to convict her anyhow. Her attorney will paint her as the innocent victim of a highly manipulative man.”

 “She’ll never go for it,” Mary Neill said, trying to read Thiesse’s reaction. But he remained quiet, letting the two agents talk it out.

 “Why not? She’s got everything to gain, and absolutely nothing to lose.” 

 “She’s in love with the man. It’s plain as day. She’ll never abandon him, especially not now.”

 “She may love him, but there’s no way she’s going to spend the next twenty years in prison if she can help it. Offer her immunity, and see what happens.”

 “Has she been charged yet?” Thiesse asked. If she had been formally charged, they would already have lost that option.

 “No. I was going to interrogate her after our meeting,” Agent Neill told him. Mary Neill had decided to question Janet Phillips herself rather than leave her interrogation up to a male agent. Neill was counting on Janet Phillips being more responsive to questions coming from another woman. 

 Thiesse sat there thinking for a few minutes. “I put the U. S. attorney’s office in Baltimore on alert half an hour ago. Federal prosecutors are already on their way.”

 Thiesse picked up the phone and punched the button connecting him with the U.S. attorney’s office. After explaining their current strategy, he replaced the handset in its cradle. “Go ahead and see what you can get out of her. If it looks as if immunity will get her to testify against Payton, make the offer. We’ll formalize it later.”

 . . . . . .

 When Mary Neill walked into Elm, she found Janet Phillips nervously glancing around the room. The three agents guarding the woman, two men and a woman, were keeping a close watch on their prisoner. One of the men guarded the door, while the female agent was sitting across from Janet at a small table someone had set up for the interrogation. The other agent sat in an armchair against the far wall.

 Mary wanted to give Janet some breathing room, while at the same time making the situation less charged. She figured that by taking that tack, her chances of getting valuable information from the suspect were enhanced.

 “Let’s give Ms. Phillips some room here,” she suggested to the agents. “She’s not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

 Janet’s response was immediate, “Of course not. I’m–I mean, we’re–only trying to help. That’s what we’ve been trying to do all along.”

 Mary Neill turned to the agent guarding the door. “I think we can dispense with the handcuffs.”


 With the cuffs removed, Janet massaged her wrists, then flexed her arms, trying to get feeling back.


 “Before we go any further, I have to inform you of your rights under the law.” 


 She Mirandized Janet from a card identical to the one that Agent Whitman had used prior to Payton's interrogation. Janet said she acknowledged her rights, and indicated that she wished to cooperate with the government. That the government felt she and Payton were involved in the assassination attempt didn’t enter her mind. 

 Mary Neill set up two tape recorders. “You understand that for both your protection and ours, we need to have a record of what’s said here,” the agent told Janet, watching to see if there was any change in her demeanor now that the recorders were going.

 The ASAIC recorded her name, Janet’s name, and the other particulars, and then began questioning the woman. Her initial queries covered Janet’s background, where she lived, her marital status, whether she had children, as well as the other information Mary Neill needed in order to get a better picture of the suspect. She then shifted to how Janet had met Payton, how she would characterize their relationship, and how Janet first became involved with him. 

 Janet’s answers appeared to be forthcoming, although she obviously felt some reluctance to discuss her relationship with Payton. Once over that hurdle, Janet seemed eager to explain how they had found out Wingate was planning to kill the President, and everything else leading up to the incident at the tower.

 From the sound of Janet’s answers, Mary Neill felt that at worst case, she was Payton's unknowing dupe. The preliminary background information on her suggested she was telling the truth about how she had met Payton. That lent credence to the theory that she was not part of any scheme Payton might have devised to kill President Varrick. On the other hand, it was conceivable that Janet Phillips had fallen in love with Payton and become an accessory to the crime both before and after the fact.

 Janet’s questioning had gone on for well over two hours at this point. From Janet’s perspective, she couldn’t determine whether the Secret Service agent believed what she was telling her or whether Neill was simply trying to draw her out in order to get additional information. She hoped it was the former, but feared the agent’s demeanor was a ruse. 

 “Ms. Phillips, I think it’s time to make a clean breast of things. I’ve been authorized to offer you immunity from prosecution on all federal charges relating to today’s events.” That was true with respect to the federal indictments. Of course the local authorities would probably press charges against her relating to the deaths of the two deputies, but Mary didn’t have to tell her that.

 Janet started to interrupt. “Please let me finish, Ms. Phillips.”


 “In return, we want your full cooperation and your testimony against Steven Payton.”


 “Is Steve all right?” she asked finally getting the chance to find out about Payton.


 “Mr. Payton's fine. He’s in custody. We’re holding him in a nearby cabin.”


 So much for wondering whom the government believed. They obviously thought that she and Payton had conspired to assassinate President Varrick. Now they were offering her total immunity, in exchange for her testimony against him. If not, they’d throw the book at her. 

 Visions of Lincoln’s assassination conspirator Mary Surratt’s hanging danced in front of her eyes. Janet shuddered.

 “Let me make sure that I understand what you’re saying, Agent Neill,” Janet said carefully. “If I agree to testify against Steven, and answer all your questions, I can go home?”

 Janet had taken the agent into a legal minefield. She had to make sure she didn’t mislead her. “Look, this is your way out–the only way you stand a chance of putting all this behind you. All you have to do is make a statement naming Steven Payton as the person who planned and then carried out the assassination attempt against President Varrick. In return, we’ll get the U. S. attorney to drop the federal charges against you.”

 “And Steve?”


 Mary Neill shook her head.


 Janet looked the agent in the eye. “You can go to hell!” she told her brusquely.


 Mary Neill got up and slowly placed her chair back under the table. 


 “I’m truly sorry you feel that way, Ms. Phillips. In light of your position, there’s no sense going any further. Why don’t we take a break? I want to talk to some other people, and I am sure you’re tired. We’ll take this up this as soon as I get back. In the meantime, these agents will stay with you,” she said, clicking off the recorders.

 “I won’t have anything to say until my attorney’s here,” Janet said, glaring defiantly at Mary Neill.








CHAPTER 54

 



 Mary Neill left the lodge where she had interrogated Janet Phillips. Now that the woman had thrown a monkey wrench into their strategy, Neill didn’t want to proceed until she had spoken to Allen Thiesse again. She was about to try to find her boss when she walked into Charles Wingate, who had stepped from his cabin and was now heading toward the road. Another agent was following at a discreet distance behind him.

 “Ms. Neill, now that I know President Varrick is all right, I’d like to return home. Of course, if you wish me to remain here until you complete your preliminary investigation, I’ll certainly do so.”

 “Let me check with Mr. Thiesse.” Bringing her sleeve-mounted mike to her lips, the ASAIC pushed the transmit button on her transceiver. A few seconds later, Allen Thiesse responded. 

 “Stockman wants to return home unless we have some reason for him to stay here.” Stockman was Wingate’s call sign. “Any problem with letting him go?” 

 Thiesse thought for a moment before he responded to her request. There wasn’t any reason to detain Wingate. He was a close personal friend of the President's, and if he wanted to leave, so be it.

 “No reason to inconvenience him. Go ahead and let him call his limousine. I think he said the driver was spending the night in Thurmont. Have the Marines at the main gate notify me when his car gets here. I’ll escort him out.”

 Mary Neill turned to Charles Wingate. “Go ahead and make arrangements for your chauffeur to pick you up. Agent Thiesse said he’d walk you to your car.”

 Wingate thanked the agent, and then headed back to his lodge. It would take his chauffeur about twenty-five minutes to get to the retreat, and Wingate wanted to get out of Camp David as soon as possible. 

 When Grant’s round had hit the television monitor, Wingate had known the Committee’s plans had been foiled. But until the agents returned to Camp David with Payton and Janet Phillips in custody, he had had no idea why. 

 Wingate had watched as the Secret Service moved Payton into one lodge and placed the Phillips woman in another. Both were heavily guarded. 

 Fortunately, they hadn’t captured Grant. Assuming he’d escaped, other than Payton's feeble story there weren’t any ties to him. By now, Payton must have repeated the same yarn he had spun in Washington. If Allen Thiesse hadn’t bought it then, he’d never go for it now. 

 Besides, if Thiesse did suspect him, he’d never have let him leave the compound. The Committee’s problem with the presidency was still there, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it. The only thing Wingate had to do was to get back to the estate. 

 Once there, he’d do two things: call an emergency meeting of the Committee to decide what to do next, and place the second call to Grant’s portable phone. If the Secret Service got a line on John Grant, it wouldn’t take long before they beat a path to Wingate’s door.

 He used the phone in his lodge to call his chauffeur. 


. . . . . .

 The Marines notified Thiesse that Wingate’s car was at the gate, and he left the command post to escort Wingate out. When he got to the cabin, he found that Wingate was already packed and ready to go. 

 “Is there anything I can help you with?” Thiesse asked.

 “No, thank you, Agent Thiesse. I believe I have everything.” They left the lodge and turned to go down the access road. “Have any leads on who tried to kill the President?” 

 “We have two suspects in custody, but we’re not yet certain of the extent of the conspiracy.”

 “You mean you believe that this was more than the act of a single madman?” Wingate asked, seemingly appalled.

 “Yes, we have reason to believe there are additional people involved in what happened here this morning, but I’m not at liberty to say more right now. Obviously the whole incident is under intensive investigation.”

 As they neared the gate, Thiesse’s eye caught a glint of sunlight. When he looked again, it wasn’t there. Later, when he tried to recall the exact sequence of events, Thiesse wasn’t certain if he first heard the gunshot or the crack of the bullet as it ripped past him. 

 Instinctively, the Secret Service agent reached out to push Charles Wingate aside when the financier’s body crumpled to the ground. The man’s legs seemed to come out from under him as the bullet’s force propelled him backwards. 

 The Marines, led by Lieutenant Damoni, along with some of the other agents, ran to where Thiesse stood over the mortally wounded Wingate. Thiesse hit the push to talk button. “Snapshot, snapshot. This is Horsepower One. Stockman’s down–the main road. Get the paramedics here right away. Mary, stay with Cutter and be certain he stays put.” Thiesse had to be certain that the President was well covered. 

 Thiesse turned to Lieutenant Damoni. “Get your men out and search those woods across from the gate. The shot came from somewhere over there.” Thiesse pointed over to the woodlands between Park Central Road and Camp David’s access road. The three Marines who had bolted up from the gate ran back down the road, their M 16s locked and loaded. 

 “Also get hold of the Park Police. Have them shutdown the intersection of Park Central and Manahan, and Route 77 and Park Central. If they get the roadblocks up fast enough, your men should have him.” The distance between where the sniper had fired from and the first intersection was less than a mile. To the second, it was a little over two miles. 

 They had two minutes to set up the first roadblock and maybe four for the second. They didn’t have enough time, especially if the sniper went west toward the Manahan intersection. 

 “Lieutenant, handle the other roadblocks in the area. I want everything sealed off. If we don’t get this guy, we’ll never be able to figure out who’s behind all this.” 

 As Thiesse bent down to check on Charles Wingate, Lieutenant Damoni barked orders into his two way radio. “Have the locals close Foxville Deerfield where it intersects Church Road near St. Moriah’s Church, Foxville Deerfield where it intersects Route 550, and 550 where it intersects the road that cuts over north of Piney Mountain. 

 Get the park police to supplement the roadblocks,” he said, thinking that would improve their chances of an arrest.

 Thiesse frowned as he looked at Charles Wingate. The man was dying. The bullet had taken him in the center of his chest, and punched a good-sized hole going in. Thiesse wasn’t about to move Wingate to see how much damage it had done on the way out. That was if it had gone out his back instead of fragmenting into a thousand pieces inside the man’s chest. 

 Bright red arterial blood blossomed across the front of Charles Wingate’s shirt. Thiesse heard Wingate’s labored breathing first slow, and then wither. Still, for a few minutes the man’s chest continued to rise and fall, his lungs trying to suck air into his body in a hopeless effort to sustain life. 

 Charles Wingate looked up at Thiesse as if he wanted to tell the agent something. Thiesse leaned closer, turning his head in order to position his ear over the man’s mouth. Before Wingate could utter another word, his eyes clouded over and the arrhythmic movement of his chest ceased. Charles Wingate was dead.

 The medical team arrived minutes later. The President's doctor put his stethoscope against Wingate’s chest, listened for a few seconds, and then turned to Allen Thiesse and shook his head. 

 “Even if we had been standing here when he was shot, we couldn’t have done anything for him. It wasn’t a matter of saving his life; his wound was mortal. We might have made him more comfortable for the little time that he had left, but that’s it.”

 Thiesse left the agents and support personnel, and walked over to Aspen where Mary Neill had been guarding President Varrick. She met him near the stone path leading to the door, and asked, “What the hell happened?”

 “The sniper just killed Stockman. Is Cutter secure?”


 “Yes, we double teamed him since we got him back here.”


 “Did he hear the shot?”


 “He had to. They probably heard it in the Thurmont. Are you going to tell him about Wingate?”


 “Yes. I’ll handle that task, but I’m afraid there’s going to be more bad news before the day is over.” 


 He walked past her, and up to the front door. Just as he was about to knock, the chirp of his portable phone caused him to pause. Thiesse removed the phone from his shirt pocket, flipped open the unit and pressed the Receive key.








CHAPTER 55

 At NSA, Lauren Woods watched the courier leave her office before she broke the seal on the envelope. Its front and back, top and bottom were all stamped with the designation, TOP SECRET CUTTER, as was each page of the contents. 

 She removed the sheets of paper from the envelope and carefully began to read the entire clear-text of the intercepts the Cutter team had been working on. Most of the material was routine. There was nothing contained in the intercepts that aroused her interest. That was until she got to the last page. Carefully she read its contents.

 




Classification: Top Secret Cutter (TSSI)



1029 9C1974/NJK



Date of intercept: 26 October



Time of intercept: 1934 Hours



Location of intercept: Landlines emanating from residence of Charles Wingate II



Type of Transmission: Digitally encoded, modem link



Decrypted by: NJK



Decrypted on: 1 November



Clear-text Messages follows:



Recipient: Grant



Sender: CW



Confirm transfer of funds to designated overseas account. Request you expedite mission. Target will be available at previously identified site for news conference. Imperative that schedule be met as originally set forth.


 A news conference: of course. President Varrick had scheduled a conference up at Camp David for sometime today. My God, the intercept referred to the President. Somebody was going to try to kill him! She had to get the decrypted message to the Secret Service as fast as possible.

 Lauren glanced at the digital clock on her desk. It was already past noon. Maybe it wasn’t too late. She’d have to go through the DDO’s office. No big deal, it would only take another few seconds. She picked up the secure phone, and punched in Goldberg’s extension. 

 Gene Goldberg’s secretary answered the call, and informed Lauren that the DDO was out of the office, and wouldn’t be back for two days. The DDO had left specific instructions that his secretary shouldn’t page him unless quote, ‘the building was burning down’.

 Frustrated, Lauren dropped the handset back in the cradle. The information she had in her hands was by definition classified at the CRITICOM level. It had to be in the President's hands within ten minutes. She’d lose crucial time if she waited for Goldberg’s office to run him down. On the other hand, she knew the DDO wouldn’t be happy if she released their analysis without his approval. Her boss would have to run interference with Goldberg. There was no time to lose. 

 Lauren twirled the large Sargent and Greenleaf combination lock on her classified file cabinet. Her hands trembled as she desperately tried to hit each number in the combination right on the mark. If she missed a single digit, she’d have to start all over again. The spring-loaded detents, there to prevent the skilled manipulation of the dial, threatened to cause to her lose her place. 

 Left three times, she stopped at the first number. She wiped the sweat from her hands before grasping the serrated dial again. Right two times to the second, and then left one turn to the third number. She turned the dial right to zero, praying she hit all the numbers correctly, and the dial would go to the unlock detent. She heard the familiar click when the dial reached zero. She turned it past zero until she was up against the detent. Grabbing the chrome metal handle, Lauren pulled the top drawer out. 

 Quickly she removed a list of telephone numbers also stamped TOP SECRET CUTTER. She selected one of the numbers, and dialed it on her phone. At Camp Three, the name the Park Service used for Camp David, a small portable cellular phone rang, bleeping only twice before it was answered.

 “Thiesse here.”

 “This is Lauren Woods at Cartwheel,” Lauren said identifying herself with NSA’s call sign. “We’ve got the information you wanted. If this weren’t an emergency, I wouldn’t give you this information on an open line, but under the circumstances... .”

 “Please go ahead, Ms. Woods,” Thiesse interrupted, “I’ll assume responsibility for any security problems that might result.”

 “The clear-text message implies strongly that someone’s going to try to assassinate President Varrick during his news conference.”

 “Someone already has tried, but they weren’t successful.”

 “Thank God,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief. She had pushed her people as hard as she dared. It wasn’t their fault it took so long to break the cipher. “Do you still want me to handle this on a priority? If so, where do you want the decrypted intercepts sent?” 

 “I presume this information should remain classified at the same level as the project?” Thiesse asked the NSA manager.

 “We’re dealing with CRITIC information. We can have it secure faxed to the White House, or messengered to you personally.”

 Thiesse hated to try to extract the substance of classified information by talking around the subject. On the other hand, he didn’t want to waste any time in getting his hands on the clear-text intercepts. “If we go secure, can you read me the clear-text messages?”

 “Sir, if the STU III is set up for Top Secret transmission, there’s no problem.”

 “What’s your secure line? I’ll call you right back.”

 Lauren gave him the number, then hung up her phone. She wiped the perspiration from her forehead, and sat at her desk tapping her pencil while she waited for the return call. 

 She needed to calm down. The President was safe, and maybe their efforts at decrypting the messages would help the Secret Service arrest the perpetrators. Although she knew everything was all right at Camp David, her heart was still beating double time.

 A few minutes later, the secure telephone on her credenza rang. Lauren answered the call. At the command center, Allen Thiesse immediately identified himself, and told her that he was going classified. She inserted her key, turned it, and watched the digital display illuminate the words TOP SECRET. 

 Satisfied that their communications line was secure, she read him the clear-text messages taken from the encrypted intercepts. When she finished, Thiesse asked her to have the hard copies couriered over to his attention at W 16 in the White House. He thanked her for her assistance, and broke the connection.

 Before she did anything else, she’d brief Gene Goldberg upon his return to the building. Since Allen Thiesse knew the contents of the intercepts, their ultimate transmission to the White House was no longer time sensitive.

 Lauren replaced the handset in the STU III unit and took another look at the decoded intercepts. She shook her head, and placed them back in the envelope. Then she secured the Cutter documents in the office safe. Lauren prepared a brief memo indicating the date, time, and summary of her call to the head of PPD. She took a stamp from her top desk drawer, and marked the top, bottom, front and back of her memo with the designation TOP SECRET CUTTER. 

 Getting up from her desk, Lauren headed out the door of the SCIF and over to Gene Goldberg’s office. She hoped that he wouldn’t think the building had burned down and no one had bothered to call him.


. . . . . .

 Thiesse left the command center and again crossed the road to Aspen. He knocked on the door, and waited until the President beckoned him in. Thiesse found Daniel Varrick sitting on the couch watching CNN. Although the television was on, the President had the volume turned down to barely a whisper. 

 The news network was still airing footage of the chaos that had taken place at the news conference. Even during the early stages of Operation Desert Storm, CNN’s video was rock stable. Not so this afternoon. As the soundmen picked up the bullet’s report, the cameraman swung his video-cam, trying to cover everything that was going on. As the picture danced, it looked more like cinema verité than electronic news reporting.

 “Mr. President, I’m afraid I’m the bearer of bad news.”

 The President rose from the couch and walked over to the picture window. As he reached the window, he turned to Thiesse. “Go on.”

 “Mr. Wingate is dead, sir. I believe he was killed by the same person who tried to kill you.”

 Daniel Varrick’s face became drawn, blanched deathly white. His shoulders slumped. Silence, like a pall, fell over the room. 

 After staring out the window for a few seconds, the President turned to Thiesse, meeting his gaze. “Thanks for coming over. Please, sit down. I’d like some company.” 

 Daniel Varrick might hold the highest elected office in the free world, but right now, Allen saw a man emotionally crippled by the death of his oldest and dearest friend. The rest of what Thiesse had come over to tell him would only make it worse. Thiesse sat in one of the chairs.

 The President went over to the rustic looking sideboard. He slid open the door and reached for a bottle of whiskey. Varrick took two glasses from the cabinet. Turning to Thiesse, he asked, “Will you have a drink with me?”

 On duty or not, Allen Thiesse wasn’t going to refuse the President at a time like this. He nodded. “Ice please, Mr. President.”

 Daniel Varrick added ice to both glasses and from a shaking hand, poured the two drinks. He handed Thiesse the glass. 

 “You know, Allen, I’ve always adhered to Jack Kennedy’s philosophy that if someone wants to trade his life for mine, there’s nothing anyone can do about it. I really believe that to be the case, even though I know that you and your people do everything in your power to ensure my safety.” The President paused for a minute and took a sip from his glass. 

 “Whoever took the shot at me missed. He could have come back another day for a second try, but instead he kills Charlie Wingate. Why bother going after Charlie? It doesn’t make any sense.”

 Thiesse didn’t rush his response, allowing the question to hang in the air for a few minutes. Finally he swallowed hard, and began to explain to the President what had really happened.

 “I’m not sure why, but it appears that Mr. Wingate was involved in the conspiracy.” 

 “Impossible!,” Daniel Varrick snapped, “Charles Wingate and I have been friends for years–since before I even went into politics.”

 “About a week ago, our Protective Intelligence Division got a visit from a Baltimore lawyer, Steven Payton. Payton claimed that he had information about an imminent attempt on your life. At the time this happened, Payton was up in Pine Lakes not far from Mr. Wingate’s estate. 

 He told our people that Charles Wingate was behind the plan, and of course they didn’t believe him. But Payton knew that Mr. Wingate was a close personal friend of yours. That gave us some cause for concern, since we felt that if he had made this whole thing up, he would have found a more plausible conspirator,” Thiesse explained.

 “The Service is used to all types of people coming up with all kinds of plots they allegedly overhear, and generally we don’t take them seriously. In fact, Intelligence Division didn’t take Payton seriously, even though his friend, Janet Phillips, vouched for him. Since he hadn’t broken any laws and hadn’t directly threatened your safety, they had to let him go,” Thiesse said, pausing to see if the President had any questions. Daniel Varrick sat there, quietly waiting for Thiesse to continue.

 “When Payton and the Phillips woman disappeared, we alerted local law enforcement to keep a watch out for them. Right before your news conference, they turned up in Thurmont. When the two deputies assigned to keep track of them were killed, we thought Payton had done it. But now we feel that it was someone connected with Mr. Wingate.”

 “Why the change?” The President’s words came from between clenched teeth.

 “First of all, Payton was shocked when we told him about the deputies’ deaths. Second, Payton had a shotgun when he was apprehended–nothing else. The deputies were shot with a small caliber pistol-probably a semiautomatic with a silencer, since no one at the motel heard a sound. 

 Finally, one person couldn’t have taken out both deputies. There had to be two shooters, and that means two guns. It was a professional hit all the way.”

 “That may clear Payton as far as you’re concerned, but it doesn’t tie in Charlie,” Daniel Varrick retorted.

 “Please bear with me a little longer,” Thiesse replied. 

 “After the attempt on your life, our agents found both Payton and Janet Phillips at the fire tower, the place we’re sure the sniper used. They still claimed that they were only trying to stop the assassination, but frankly we didn’t believe them. Both of them are here at Camp David being held under tight security in Buckeye and Elm,” Thiesse said, nodding in the direction of the two guest cabins. 

 “We ran a check on the shotgun we found at the scene. Our check of Payton shows only purchase of the shotgun we found in the room with him at the time of his apprehension. ATF has no records of Payton’s buying any other weapon, and the sniper definitely used a special, high powered rifle. “

 “Allen,” the President said, “Is that the basis for your theory that Charlie was involved in the attempt on my life? Because if it is... ”

 “No sir. Even if you believe Payton's version of what happened, that in itself is insufficient to draw that conclusion. Unfortunately there’s more. After I read the report from Intelligence Division, I used our Interagency Group at NSA to place taps on all the lines coming into and leaving the Wingate estate at Pine Lakes.”

 “Without informing me?” 

 “I was reasonably sure it was a waste of time, but your safety was at stake, and I couldn’t chance it. If we found out that everything was above board, we would have pulled the flaps and folded our tent.”

 Wary of what was coming, President Varrick's face muscles tensed up and his hands clenched.

 “NSA found that the communications, both voice and computerized, were encrypted. We knew that Wingate’s business interests were far-flung, so the fact that he encrypted his communications wasn’t in itself cause for concern. For the last few weeks, the NSA group has been working on decrypting the intercepts.

 They completed their work a short while ago. I don’t have the written copies of the intercepts yet, but from what they read to me over the secure line a few minutes ago, there’s no doubt that Mr. Wingate was instrumental in the attempt on your life,” Allen Thiesse said regretfully.

 His world spinning out of control, Daniel Varrick exhaled sharply. Up until this moment, he had taken pride in being the President of the United States. Varrick had been happy to devote his life to leading the nation. Now the impact of his friend’s betrayal trivialized his past feelings. He wondered why someone so close to him would take the first step down a path that had to end in death and the total destruction of their friendship.

 Varrick, the man–not the President of the United States–had lost someone who had been very important in his life, and that loss was already sinking in. Part of him had died when the fatal round hit Charles Wingate. What was worse, he had no idea why his friend would allow himself to become caught up in such a malignant whirlpool. 

 Charles Wingate had been part of his life for more years than he could remember. Images of the good times they had shared flashed in and out of his mind’s eye. In spite of how it ended, they would always be friends. Maybe it was better this way, parting as they did. That way there would be no public humiliation or trial. It had all ended with the assassin’s bullet. 

 Unfortunately, the American people were waiting to hear what had happened at Camp David. The press was running wild. Those of an assassination conspiracy masterminded by some yet-to-be-named foreign power matched rumors of a palace coup. Daniel Varrick knew that as the elected leader, it was up to him to stabilize the situation. And he had to do that before he took on the personal burdens the day’s events had placed upon him.

 The President looked into the eyes of the man who had dedicated a major part his life to protecting him. “Do you think this is part of a larger conspiracy against the Office of the President?”

 Thiesse didn’t pause for a minute. “Yes, sir, I do. I believe when we get the appropriate warrants and search Mr. Wingate’s residence and offices, we’ll find ties to other people who, for whatever reason, adhere to the same beliefs as did Mr. Wingate.”

 The President paused to collect his thoughts. After a few minutes, he looked at Thiesse and said, “By charter, I guess the FBI would be carrying the ball in any subsequent investigation into today’s events. Right?”

 “Yes, Mr. President,” Thiesse answered. Although it was the Secret Service’s job to protect the President, it was under the FBI’s jurisdiction to conduct the follow up investigation.

 “I don’t want to go that route. I want someone I know personally to take charge, and that’s you. Have any problem with that, Allen?”

 “No, sir.” Thiesse quickly responded to the question.

 “In that case, I am ordering a multiagency task force to consist of the FBI, CIA, NSA, IRS, and the Secret Service to conduct an investigation, to be classified at the highest levels and with the tightest need to know, into the conspiracy you feel was, and might still be, in place against me. I want the others involved flushed out. I’m not certain I want a rash of public trials, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Procure the necessary warrants, and secure Wingate’s estate and his offices throughout the country. You’d better have the IRS handle that so we don’t draw attention to this office. NSA can continue assisting you in decryption efforts should they be needed.”

 “I’ll get on it right away, Mr. President,” Thiesse said making notes in his pocket pad on the President's directives.

 “Allen, are you confident that Steven Payton and Janet Phillips are not involved in the conspiracy?”

 “I am, Mr. President. I’d like not to lose track of them while we continue our investigation into their activities. Considering what you told me, I expect we’ll find that they’ve been telling us the truth all along.”

 “Assign a team of agents to protect Mr. Payton and Ms. Phillips until we have the situation under control. They risked their lives when they decided to follow through on whatever it was that Mr. Payton discovered. Let’s see to it that we don’t let them down. 

 Also, I think it’s only appropriate that I meet both of them before you shuttle them off to some safe house. Please arrange for them to have dinner with me tonight.”

 “What do you want to do about the press conference, Mr. President?” Thiesse asked as he got up to leave the cabin.


 “I’d like to go ahead with it, but I doubt you’d let me step outside again until the sniper’s caught. Correct?”


 “Right, Mr. President.”


 “In that case, why don’t we reschedule the conference for the White House press briefing room tomorrow afternoon at one.”


 “That’s fine. Should I tell your press secretary?”


 “No. I’ll handle it.”


 Thiesse headed for the door, but Daniel Varrick stopped him before he reached it. “Allen, I know that coming over here and telling me about Charlie was damned hard. I want you to know that I appreciate your honesty, and the dedication you’ve demonstrated since you inherited me five years ago.”

 Allen nodded his thanks, and left the President–alone with the responsibilities of the nation and those he shouldered personally.








Epilogue

 



 The man called John Grant parked his car next to the cliff. From the vista point, he had a great view of Deep Creek Lake–so deep, that some parts of its bottom had yet to be mapped. The outcropping projected out over the deep waters of the lake by a good twenty or thirty feet. It was a fitting place for what he had in mind.

 He got out of the car and looked about. There were no other cars within sight, no one walking nearby. Grant reached back into the car for his binoculars. It never hurt to be doubly sure. 

 He carefully scanned the area around the overlook. Once he was satisfied that he was alone, he took the rifle out of the trunk of the car. Then he broke down the gun, removing the telescopic sight from the receiver. He slipped the bolt from the breech and detached the stock from the rest of the rifle. 

 Each piece he wiped with an oil soaked rag, removing his fingerprints along with those of his friend in Florida. He then took the pieces of the weapon and threw them out as far as he could into the lake. 

 The sniper rifle disappeared with little more than a splash followed by the fifty caliber bullets. Finally, he tossed the cellular phone into the lake. With that done, he walked back to his car, got in, and headed east toward Baltimore. He kept a careful watch on the time, for John Barron, previously known as John Grant, had an important dinner date to keep with an old friend.

 Earlier, he had disposed of the driver’s license, birth certificate, and credit cards made out to John Grant. Those he had burned in a small fire, after which he had buried the ashes. There was nothing left to connect him with the Camp David incident. As a matter of fact, John Grant had, for all intents and purposes, ceased to exist.

 About halfway to the city, he pulled in at a popular truck stop. He removed his overnighter from the rear of the car and walked into the rest room. Used to catering to long haul truckers, the truck stop’s men’s room had three shower stalls. John Barron stripped off his field clothes. He then showered and shaved before donning the Brooks Brothers suit that he took from his suitcase. After weeks in khakis and heavy knit shirts, the silk shirt, tie, and suit felt good. 

 He drove back to the Baltimore Washington International airport and turned in the rental. He left the car-return area, and then crossed the main airport access road to the long-term parking lot, where he placed his bags into the trunk of his car. He paid the parking fees, and then left the airport. 

 A half hour later, Barron stopped at an empty rest area. He went up to the pay phone, inserted his quarter, and punched in the pager number of his close friend, Bill Parker. If it hadn’t been for Parker’s call warning him about Wingate’s treachery, he’d be spread all over the western Maryland landscape. The response beep from the paging company’s computer signaled that it was time for Barron to enter his phone number. Done, he hung up the phone and waited.

 If everything went as planned, Parker would get back to him as soon as he found a safe phone from which to make the call. If Barron didn’t hear from him in five minutes, something had gone wrong.


. . . . . .

 



 Bill Parker felt the pager’s silent vibration, but didn’t make the mistake of glancing down at the unit hanging on his belt. Besides, the only call he’d be making would be to his lawyer. 

 The FBI had descended on the estate like ants at a picnic. Agents had read Parker his rights, and then handcuffed him while they tore the place apart. Even if he were lucky and they didn’t find the explosives he’d used to dispatch Grover Albright, there was no way he was going to shake the inevitable conspiracy charges.

 John Barron watched as the last seconds ticked by, then started the car. In spite of everything that had taken place, there was nothing he could do for Parker except make certain he got the best attorney money could buy. 


. . . . . .

 Barron eased the car into the traffic. His options wide open, he decided Montana was nice this time of year. Besides, he knew he could be just about anyone he wanted to be.


. . . . . .


One Month Later

 In NSA’s Operations Building, Lauren’s phone rang. She listened attentively to the directives from the Headquarters Building office. Then she replaced the receiver in its cradle, got up from her desk, and walked over to the classified storage cabinet. 

 As always, she carefully entered the combination unlocking the four-drawer file. From within, she removed the folder containing the Cutter intercepts. Leaving the office with the file still in her hand, she went over to a steel door built into the SCIF’s interior wall. Lauren pulled the door toward her, and then dropped the file folder into the chute. She closed the door and returned to her office. On the wall above the door in bold letters were the words CLASSIFIED DOCUMENT DESTRUCTION.


. . . . . .

 It was a small wedding; the guests were few and select. There were no formal announcements sent out, nor any notices placed in the newspaper. In spite of its size, the marriage of Janet Phillips to Steven Payton was special. After all, it wasn’t every couple that exchanged wedding vows in the presence of the President of the United States. 


. . . . . .

 The cold winter temperatures chilled Allen Thiesse to the bone as he and Mary Neill stood at the entrance to the graveyard. This was the culmination of their investigation into the Committee, its members and operations. Wingate’s computer system had been a royal bitch to crack, but Lauren Woods and her team at the National Security Agency had finally begun making sense out of the limited information they had been able to salvage from the equipment confiscated at the estate. 

 It was a foregone conclusion that the conspiracy against the Varrick administration went much further than Charles Wingate II. Yet in spite of the recovery of most of the data from the system, the Secret Service was unable to identify any of the other members of the Committee. 

 They knew the cabal existed, and might still be operational, but nothing they had found pinpointed, much less hinted at, the identities of the remaining members. Even the telephone numbers taken from the intercepts had been a dead end. The calls made to the one cellular number that showed promise also ended abruptly. The phone in question belonged to a pediatric surgeon living in Baltimore County. Apparently the assassin had been able to get hold of a duplicate program chip containing the doctor’s number. 

 Thiesse only hoped that with the head of the snake gone, the others would be too disorganized and too afraid of discovery to make another attempt on Daniel Varrick’s life. Thiesse’s real interest was in the identity of the man who had bypassed the best security planning he could devise and fired the shot at the President. If Payton’s unannounced arrival hadn’t thrown off the assassin’s aim, Thiesse would be guarding the Vice President. More likely, Thiesse would have been canned.

 Wingate’s records identified the object of his search as John Grant. Thiesse had pulled out all the stops and directed the task force to get a lead on the man. The Office of the President, without providing any explanation, got into the act, and such diverse organizations as the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Department of Defense, CIA, and even the Internal Revenue Service aided Thiesse’s search. 

 Unfortunately, and in spite of all the law enforcement and investigatory clout, their search yielded nothing on John Grant. The forensics team went over the fire tower looking for any trace evidence that would assist them in identifying the sniper, but found nothing. The fingerprint team took hundreds of latent fingerprints from Wingate’s estate, but were unable to match any of the prints against known killers. So far, all they knew was that he didn’t pay taxes and he had never been arrested. 

 A check with Interpol under the Grant pseudonym also turned up negative. Mary Neill had no idea how much computer time they had expended trying to come up with a lead, any lead, on the man. 

 To this end, she and Thiesse had driven up to the Pennsylvania town. The agents out of the Philadelphia field office had reported that a John Grant of roughly the same age as the assassin had been baptized in the small parish. 

 Rather than have the field team interview the minister, Thiesse had decided that he and Mary would make the trip. He’d been in the office too much since the assassination attempt, and the trip would do him good. Besides, he had a gut feeling about this lead.

 When Thiesse and Neill got to the church, the ancient cleric only vaguely remembered that the Grant family had been members of the congregation. The wizened old man did recall that part of the family had been buried in the church’s cemetery.

 “I think he said the graves were back here,” Mary Neill said as she walked among the marble and stone monuments. Her boss turned down what passed for the next row of gravestones and walked over to where she was standing. 

 “They must have tried to have some type of arrangement for the graves, but when plots went for a premium, they gave it up.”

 Thiesse walked back to the next row of graves behind where Mary Neill was reading the names off the headstones. She had just finished the row she was on when she noticed that Thiesse was standing in front of one headstone, slowly shaking his head. 

 She didn’t say a word, but went over to where he stood. She read the inscription on the stone: “John Grant” followed by the dates “September 22, 1956 to August 4, 1957”. 

 Overhead, the church bells tolled their knell. Their search was over.

 



 








 Acknowledgments

 



 I’d like to thank all the people who helped me in the writing of this book. 

 My sincerest thanks to Alan Glotzer, for his multiple readings of the manuscript, and his countless suggestions as to how to make this a “better read”. 

 To Larry Kumjian for helping me with getting the Secret Service procedures, as well as everything else about the Secret Service right. 

 Also to Don Rossi for his words of encouragement and in reading the manuscript. 

 My thanks to Dean Koontz. I learned a lot from Mr. Koontz’s How to Write Best Selling Fiction. Hopefully Mr. Koontz won’t think that I’ve failed.

 And most of all, for my inspiration, best friend, and “other half”, Jenn.


1




  

cover.jpeg
The
Cassandra

Conspiracy






