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JUNE 2004

THE RULES OF PLAY

The man who wanted to kill the young woman sitting beside me was three-quarters of a mile behind us, as we drove through a pastoral setting of tobacco and cotton fields, this humid morning.

A glance in the rearview mirror revealed a sliver of car, moving at a comfortable pace with the traffic, piloted by a man who by all appearances seemed hardly different from any one of a hundred drivers on this recently resurfaced divided highway.

‘Officer Fallow?’ Alissa began. Then, as I’d been urging her for the past week: ‘Abe?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is he still there?’ She’d seen my gaze.

‘Yes. And so’s our tail,’ I added for reassurance. My protégé was behind the killer, two or three car lengths. And he was not the only person from our organization on the job.

‘Okay,’ Alissa whispered. The woman, in her mid-thirties, was a whistle-blower against a government contractor that did a lot of work for the army. The company was adamant that it had done nothing wrong and claimed it welcomed an investigation. But there’d been an attempt on Alissa’s life a week ago and – since I’d been in the army with one of the senior commanders at Bragg – Defense had called me in to guard her. As head of the organization I don’t do much fieldwork any longer but I was glad to get out, to tell the truth. My typical day was ten hours at my desk in our Alexandria office. And in the past month, it had been closer to twelve or fourteen, as we coordinated the protection of five high-level organized crime informants, before handing them over to Witness Protection for their face-lifts.

It was good to be back in the saddle, if only for a week or so.

I hit a speed dial button, calling my protégé.

‘It’s Abe,’ I said into my hands-free. ‘Where is he now?’

‘Make it a half mile. Moving up slowly.’

The hitter, whose identity we didn’t know, was in a nondescript Hyundai sedan, gray.

I was following an eighteen-foot truck, with Carolina Poultry Processing Company painted on the side. It was empty and being driven by one of our transport people. In front of that was a car identical to the one I was driving.

‘We’ve got a two miles till the swap,’ I said.

Four voices acknowledged this, over four very encrypted com devices.

I disconnected.

Without looking at her, I said to Alissa, ‘It’s going to be fine.’

‘I just...’ she said in a whisper. ‘I don’t know.’ She fell silent and stared into the sideview mirror as if the man who wanted to kill her were right behind us.

‘It’s all going just like we planned.’

When innocent people find themselves in situations that require the presence and protection of people like me, their reaction more often than not is as much bewilderment as fear. Mortality is tough to process.

But keeping people safe, keeping people alive, is a business like any other. I frequently told this to my protégé and the others in the office, probably irritating them to no end with both the repetition and the stodgy tone. But I kept on saying it because you can’t forget, ever. It’s a business, with rigid procedures that we study the way surgeons learn to slice flesh precisely and pilots learn to keep tons of metal safely aloft. These techniques have been honed over the years and they worked.

Business...

Of course, it was also true that the hitter who was behind us at the moment, intent on killing the woman next to me, treated his job as a business too. I knew this sure as steel. He was just as serious as I was, had studied procedures as diligently as I had, was smart, IQ- and street-wise, and he had advantages over me: his rules were unencumbered by my constraints – the Constitution and the laws promulgated thereunder.

Still, I believe there is an advantage in being in the right. In all my years of doing this work I’d never lost a principal. And I wasn’t going to lose Alissa.

A business... which meant remaining calm as a surgeon, calm as a pilot.

Alissa was not calm, of course. She was breathing hard, worrying her sleeve as she stared at a sprawling magnolia tree we were passing, an outrider of a hickory or chestnut forest, bordering a huge cotton field, the tufts bursting. She was uneasily spinning a thin diamond bracelet – a treat to herself on a recent birthday. She now glanced at the jewelry and then her palms, which were sweating, and placed her hands on her navy blue skirt. Under my care, Alissa had worn dark clothing exclusively. It was camouflage but not because she was the target of a professional killer; it was about her weight, which she’d wrestled with since adolescence. I knew this because we’d shared meals and I’d seen the battle up close. She’d also talked quite a bit about her struggle with weight. Some principals don’t need or want camaraderie. Others, like Alissa, need us to be friends. I don’t do well in that role but I try and can generally pull it off.

We passed a sign. The exit was a mile and a half away.

A business requires simple, smart planning. You can’t be reactive in this line of work and though I hate the word ‘proactive’ (as opposed to what, antiactive?), the concept is vital to what we do. In this instance, to deliver Alissa safe and sound to the prosecutor for her depositions, I needed to keep the hitter in play. Since my protégé had been following him for hours, we knew where he was and could have taken him at any moment. But if we’d done that, whoever had hired him would simply call somebody else to finish the job. I wanted to keep him on the road for the better part of the day – long enough for Alissa to get into the U.S. Attorney’s office and give him sufficient information via deposition so that she would no longer be at risk. Once the testimony’s down, the hitter has no incentive to eliminate a witness.

The plan I’d devised, with my protégé’s help, was for me to pass the Carolina Poultry truck and pull in front of it. The hitter would speed up to keep us in sight but before he got close, the truck and I would exit simultaneously. Because of the curve in the road and the ramp I’d picked, the hitter wouldn’t be able to see my car but would spot the decoy. Alissa and I would then take a complicated route to a hotel in Raleigh, where the prosecutor awaited, while the decoy would eventually end up at the courthouse in Charlotte, three hours away. By the time the hitter realized that he’d been following a bogus target, it would be too late. He’d call his primary – his employer – and most likely the hit would be called off. We’d move in, arrest the hitter and try to trace him back to the primary.

About a mile ahead was the turnoff. A glance in the rearview mirror: the gray sedan was maintaining its position. The chicken truck was about thirty feet ahead of us.

I regarded Alissa, now playing with a gold and amethyst necklace. Her mother had given it to her on her seventeenth birthday, more expensive than the family could afford but an unspoken consolation prize for the absence of an invitation to the prom. People tend to share quite a lot with those who are saving their lives.

My phone buzzed. ‘Yes?’ I asked my protégé.

‘The subject’s moved up a bit. About two hundred yards behind the truck.’

‘We’re almost there,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’

I passed the poultry truck quickly and pulled in behind the decoy – a tight fit. It was driven by a man from our organization; the passenger was an FBI agent who resembled Alissa. There’d been some fun in the office when we picked somebody to play the role of me. I have a round head and ears that protrude a fraction of an inch more than I would like. I’ve got wiry red hair and I’m not tall. So in the office they apparently spent an hour or two in an impromptu contest to find the most elf-like officer to impersonate me.

‘Status?’ I asked into the phone.

‘He’s changed lanes and’s accelerating a little.’

He wouldn’t like it that I was out of sight.

I heard, ‘Hold on... hold on.’

I would remember to tell my protégé to mind the unnecessary verbal filler; while the words were scrambled by our phones, the fact there’d been a transmission could be detected. He’d learn the lesson fast and retain it.

‘I’m coming up on the exit... Okay. Here we go.’

Still doing about sixty, I eased into the exit lane and swung around the curve, which was surrounded by thick trees. The chicken truck was right on my bumper.

My protégé reported, ‘Good. Subject didn’t even look your way. He’s got the decoy in sight and the speed’s dropping back to the limit.’

I paused at the red light where the ramp fed into Route 18, then turned right. The chicken truck turned left.

‘Subject is continuing on the route,’ came my protégé’s voice. ‘Seems to be working fine.’ His voice was cool. I’m pretty detached about operations but he does me one better. He rarely smiles, never jokes and in truth I don’t know much about him, though we’ve worked together, often closely, for several years. I’d like to change that about him – his somberness – not for the sake of the job, since he really is very, very good, but simply because I wish he took more pleasure in what we do. The endeavor of keeping people safe can be quite satisfying, even joyous. Especially when it comes to protecting families, which we do with some frequency.

I told him to keep me updated and we disconnected.

‘So,’ Alissa asked, ‘we’re safe?’

‘We’re safe,’ I told her, hiking the speed up to fifty in a forty-five zone. In fifteen minutes we were meandering along a route that would take us to the outskirts of Raleigh, where we’d meet the prosecutor for the depositions.

The sky was overcast and the scenery was probably what it had been for dozens of years: bungalow farmhouses, shacks, trailers and motor vehicles in terminal condition but still functioning if the nursing and luck were right. A gas station offering a brand I’d never heard of. Dogs toothing at fleas lazily. Women in stressed jeans, overseeing their broods. Men with beer-lean faces and expanding guts, sitting on porches, waiting for nothing. Most likely wondering at our car – containing the sort of people you don’t see much in this neighborhood: a man in a white shirt, dark suit and tie and a woman with a business haircut.

Then we were past the residences and on a road bisecting more fields. I noted the cotton plants, shedding their growth like popcorn, and I thought of how this same land 150 years ago would have been carpeted with an identical crop; the Civil War, and the people for whom it was fought, were never far from one’s mind when you were in the South.

My phone rang and I answered.

My protégé’s voice was urgent. ‘Abe.’

Shoulders tensing, I asked, ‘Has he turned off the highway?’ I wasn’t too concerned; we’d exited over a half hour ago. The hitter would be forty miles away by now.

‘No, still following the decoy. But something just happened. He made a call on his mobile. When he disconnected, it was odd: he was wiping his face. I moved up two car lengths. It looked like he’d been crying.’

My breath came quickly as I considered possible reasons for this. Finally one credible, disturbing, scenario rose to the top: what if the hitter had suspected we’d try a decoy and had used one of his own? He’d forced somebody who resembled him – just like the elfin man in our decoy car – to follow us. The call my protégé had just witnessed might have been between the driver and the real perp, who was perhaps holding the man’s wife or child hostage.

But this, then, meant that the real hitter could be somewhere else and—

A flash of white streaked toward us as a Ford pickup truck appeared from the driveway of a sagging, deserted gas station to the left and bounded over the highway. The truck, its front protected by push bars, slammed into our driver’s side and shoved us neatly through a tall stand of weeds into a shallow ravine. Alissa screamed and I grunted in pain and heard my protégé calling my name, then the mobile and the hands-free flew through the car, propelled by the deploying airbag.

We crashed down a five-foot descent and came to an undramatic stop at the soupy bottom of a shallow creek.

Oh, he’d planned his attack perfectly and before I could even click the seat belt to get to my gun, he’d swung a mallet through the driver’s window, shattering it and stunning me with the same blow. My Glock was ripped off my belt and pocketed. Dislocated shoulder, I thought, not much blood. I spat broken glass from my mouth and looked to Alissa. She too was stunned but didn’t seem hurt badly. The hitter wasn’t holding his gun, only the mallet, and I thought that if she fled now she’d have a chance to tumble through the underbrush and escape. Not much of a chance but something. She had to move immediately, though. ‘Alissa, run! To the left! Now!’

She yanked the door open and rolled out.

I looked back at the road. All I could see was the white truck parked on the shoulder near a creek where you might hunt frogs for bait, like a dozen other trucks I’d seen en route. It perfectly blocked anyone’s view from the road. Just like I’d used a truck to mask my escape, I reflected grimly.

The hitter was now reaching in to unlatch my door. I squinted in pain, grateful for the man’s delay. It meant that Alissa could gain more distance. My people would know our exact position through GPS and could have police here in fifteen or twenty minutes. She might make it. Please, I thought, turning toward the path she’d be escaping down, the shallow creek bed.

Except that she wasn’t running anywhere.

Tears rolling down her cheeks she was standing next to the car with her head down, arms crossed over her round chest. Was she hurt more badly than I’d thought?

My door was opened and the hitter dragged me out onto the ground, where he expertly slipped nylon restraints on my hands. He released me and I sagged into the sour-scented mud, beside busy crickets.

Restraints? I wondered. I looked at Alissa again, now leaning against the car, unable to look my way. ‘Please.’ She was speaking to our attacker. ‘My mother?’

No, she wasn’t stunned and wasn’t hurt badly and I realized the reason she wasn’t running: because she had no reason to.

She wasn’t the target.

I was.

The whole terrible truth was obvious. The man standing over me had somehow gotten to Alissa several weeks before and threatened to hurt her mother, to force Alissa to make up a story about corruption at the government contractor. Because it involved an army base where I knew the commander, the perp had bet that I’d be the shepherd to guard her. For the past week Alissa had been giving this man details about our security procedures. He wasn’t a hitter; he was a lifter, hired to extract information from me. Of course: about the organized crime case I’d just worked. I knew the new identities of the five witnesses who’d testified at the trial. I knew where Witness Protection was placing them.

Gasping for breath through the tears, Alissa was saying, ‘You told me...’

But the lifter was ignoring her, looking at his watch and placing a call, I deduced, to the man in the decoy car, followed by my protégé, fifty miles away. He didn’t get through. The decoy would have been pulled over, as soon as our crash registered through the mobile phone call.

This meant the lifter knew he didn’t have as much time as he would have liked. I wondered how long I could hold out against the torture.

‘Please,’ Alissa whispered again. ‘My mother. You said if I did what you wanted... Please, is she all right?’

The lifter glanced toward her and, as an afterthought, it seemed, took a pistol from his belt and shot her twice in the head.

I grimaced, feeling the sting of despair.

He took a battered manila envelope from his inside jacket and, opening it, knelt beside me and shook the contents onto the ground. I couldn’t see what they were. He pulled off my shoes and socks.

In a soft voice he asked, ‘You know the information I need?’

I nodded yes.

‘Will you tell me?’

If I could hold out for fifteen minutes there was a chance local police would get here while I was still alive. I shook my head no.

Impassive, as if my response were neither good nor bad, he set to work.

Hold out for twenty minutes, I told myself.

I gave my first scream thirty seconds later. Another followed shortly after that and from then on every exhalation was a shrill cry. Tears flowed and pain began to rage like fire throughout my entire body.

Thirteen minutes, I reflected. Twelve...

But, though I couldn’t say for certain, probably no more than six or seven passed before I cried, ‘Stop, stop.’ He did. And I told him exactly what he wanted to know.

He jotted the information and stood. Keys to the truck dangled in his left hand. In his right was the pistol. He aimed the automatic toward the center of my forehead and what I felt was mostly relief, a terrible relief, that at least the pain would cease.

The man eased back and squinted slightly in anticipation of the gunshot, and I found myself w—


SEPTEMBER 2010

SATURDAY

The object of the game is to invade and capture the opponent’s Castle or slay his Royalty...

– From the instructions to the board game Feudal


1

‘We’ve got a bad one, Corte.’

‘Go ahead,’ I said into the stalk microphone. I was at my desk, on a hands-free. I set down the old handwritten note I’d been reading.

‘The principal and his family’re in Fairfax. There’s a go-ahead order for a lifter and seems like he’s under some time pressure.’

‘How much?’

‘A couple of days.’

‘You know who hired him?’

‘That’s a negative, son.’

It was Saturday, early. In this business, we drew odd hours and workweeks of varying lengths. Mine had just begun a couple of days ago and I’d finished a small job late yesterday afternoon. I was to have spent the day tidying up paperwork, something I enjoy, but in my organization we’re on call constantly.

‘Keep going, Freddy.’ There’d been something about his tone. Ten years of working with somebody, even sporadically, in this line of work gives you clues.

The FBI agent, never known for hesitating, now hesitated. Finally: ‘Okay, Corte, the thing is... ?’

‘What?’

‘The lifter’s Henry Loving... I know, I know. But it’s confirmed.’

After a moment, in which the only sounds I could hear were my heart and a whisper of blood through my ears, I responded automatically, though pointlessly, ‘He’s dead. Rhode Island.’

‘Was dead. Was reported dead.’

I glanced at trees outside my window, stirring in the faint September breeze, then looked over my desk. It was neat but small and cheaply made. On it were several pieces of paper, each demanding more or less of my attention, as well as a small carton that FedEx had delivered to the town house, only a few blocks from my office, that morning. It was an eBay purchase I’d been looking forward to receiving. I’d planned to examine the contents of the box on my lunch hour today. I now slid it aside.

‘Go on.’

‘In Providence? Somebody else was in the building.’ Freddy filled in this missing puzzle piece, though I’d almost instantly deduced – correctly, from the agent’s account – exactly what had happened. Two years ago the warehouse Henry Loving had been hiding in, after fleeing a trap I’d set for him, had burned to the ground. The forensic people had a clear DNA match on the body inside. Even badly burned, a corpse will leave about ten million samples of that pesky deoxyribonucleic acid. Which you can’t hide or destroy so it doesn’t make sense to try.

But what you can do is, afterward, get to the DNA lab technicians and force them to lie – to certify that the body was yours.

Loving was the sort who would have anticipated my trap. Before he went after my principals, he’d have a backup plan devised: kidnapping a homeless man or a runaway and stashing him in the warehouse, just in case he needed to escape. This was a clever idea, threatening a lab tech, and not so far-fetched when you considered that Henry Loving’s unique art was manipulating people to do things they didn’t want to do.

So, suddenly a man a lot of other people had been content – I’d go so far as to say happy – to see die in a fire was now very much alive.

A shadow in my doorway. It was Aaron Ellis, the head of our organization, the man I reported to directly. Blond and fiercely broad of shoulder. His thin lips parted. He didn’t know I was on the phone. ‘You hear? Rhode Island – it wasn’t Loving after all.’

‘I’m on with Freddy now.’ Gesturing toward the hands-free.

‘My office in ten?’

‘Sure.’

He vanished on deft feet encased in brown tasseled loafers, which clashed with his light blue slacks.

I said to the FBI agent, in his office about ten miles from mine, ‘That was Aaron.’

‘I know,’ Freddy replied. ‘My boss briefed your boss. I’m briefing you. We’ll be working it together, son. Call me when you can.’

‘Wait,’ I said. ‘The principals, in Fairfax? You send any agents to babysit?’

‘Not yet. This just happened.’

‘Get somebody there now.’

‘Apparently Loving’s nowhere near yet.’

‘Do it anyway.’

‘Well—’

‘Do it anyway.’

‘Your wish, et cetera, et cetera.’

Freddy disconnected before I could say anything more.

Henry Loving...

I sat for a moment and again looked out the window of my organization’s unmarked headquarters in Old Town Alexandria, the building aggressively ugly, 1970s ugly. I stared at a wedge of grass, an antique store, a Starbucks and a few bushes in a parking strip. The bushes lined up in a staggered fashion toward the Masonic Temple, like they’d been planted by a Dan Brown character sending a message via landscaping rather than an email.

My eyes returned to the FedEx box and the documents on my desk.

One stapled stack of papers was a lease for a safe house near Silver Spring, Maryland. I’d have to negotiate the rent down, assuming a cover identity to do so.

One document was a release order for the principal I’d successfully delivered yesterday to two solemn men, in equally solemn suits, whose offices were in Langley, Virginia. I signed the order and put it into my OUT box.

The last slip of paper, which I’d been reading when Freddy called, I’d brought with me without intending to. In the town house last night I’d located a board game whose instructions I’d wanted to reread and had opened the box to find this sheet – an old to-do list for a holiday party, with names of guests to call, groceries and decorations to buy. I’d absently tucked the yellowing document into my pocket and discovered it this morning. The party had been years ago. It was the last thing I wanted to be reminded of at the moment.

I looked at the handwriting on the faded rectangle and fed it into my burn box, which turned it into confetti.

I placed the FedEx box into the safe behind my desk – nothing fancy, no eye scans, just a clicking combination lock – and rose. I tugged on a dark suit jacket over my white shirt, which was what I usually wore in the office, even when working weekends. I stepped out of my office, turning left toward my boss’s, and walked along the lengthy corridor’s gray carpet, striped with sunlight, falling pale through the mirrored, bullet-resistant windows. My mind was no longer on real estate values in Maryland or delivery service packages or unwanted reminders from my past, but focused exclusively on the reappearance of Henry Loving – the man who, six years earlier, had tortured and murdered my mentor and close friend, Abe Fallow, in gulley beside a North Carolina cotton field, as I’d listened to his cries through his still-connected phone.

Seven minutes of screams until the merciful gunshot, delivered not mercifully at all, but as a simple matter of professional efficiency.


2

I was sitting in one of our director’s scuffed chairs next to a man who clearly knew me, since he’d nodded with some familiarity when I entered. I couldn’t, however, place him beyond his being a federal prosecutor. About my age – forty – and short, a bit doughy, with hair in need of a trim. A fox’s eyes.

Aaron Ellis noticed my glance. ‘You remember Jason Westerfield, U.S. Attorney’s Office.’

I didn’t fake it and try to respond. I just shook his hand.

‘Freddy was briefing me.’

‘Agent Fredericks?’ Westerfield asked.

‘That’s right. He said we have a principal in Fairfax and a lifter who needs information in the next few days.’

Westerfield’s voice was high and irritatingly playful. ‘You betcha. That’s what we hear. We don’t know much at this point, other than that the lifter got a clear go-ahead order. Somebody needs information from the subject by late Monday or all hell breaks loose. No idea what the fuck hell is, though. Pardonnez moi.’

While I was dressed like a prosecutor, ready for court, Westerfield was in weekend clothes. Not office weekend clothes but camping weekend clothes: chinos, a plaid shirt and a windbreaker. Unusual for the District, where Saturday and Sunday office hours were not rare. It told me he might be a cowboy. I noted he was also sitting forward on the edge of his chair and clutching files with blunt fingers. Not nervously – he didn’t seem the sort who could be nervous – but with excitement. A hot metabolism burned within.

Another voice, female, from behind us: ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

A woman about thirty joined us. A particular type of nod and I knew she was Westerfield’s assistant. A tight hairstyle that ended at her shoulders, blond. New or dry-cleaned blue jeans, a white sweater under a tan sports coat and a necklace of impressive creamy pearls. Her earrings were pearls too and accompanied on the lobes by equally arresting diamonds. Her dark-framed glasses were, despite her youth, trifocals, I could see by the way her head bobbed slowly as she took in the office and me. A shepherd has to know his principals’ buying habits – it’s very helpful in understanding them – and instinctively I noted Chanel, Coach and Cartier. A rich girl and probably near the top of her class at Yale or Harvard Law.

Westerfield said, ‘This is Assistant U.S. Attorney Chris Teasley.’

She shook my hand and acknowledged Ellis.

‘I’m just explaining the Kessler situation to them.’ Then to us: ‘Chris’ll be working with us on it.’

‘Let’s hear the details,’ I said, aware that Teasley was scenting the air, floral and subdued. She opened her attaché case with loud hardware snaps and handed her boss a file. As he skimmed it I noted a sketch on Ellis’s wall. His corner office wasn’t large but it was decorated with a number of pictures, some posters from mall galleries, some personal photos and art executed by his children. I stared at a watercolor drawing of a building on a hillside, not badly rendered.

I had nothing on my office walls except lists of phone numbers.

‘Here’s the sit.’ Westerfield turned to Ellis and me. ‘I heard from the Bureau’s Charleston, West Virginia, field office this morning. Make a long story short, the state police were running a meth sting out in the boonies and they stumbled on some prints on a pay phone, turned out to be Henry Loving’s. For some reason the homicide and surveillance warrants weren’t cancelled after he died. Well, supposedly died, looks like.

‘They call our people and we take over, find out Loving flew into Charleston a week ago under some fake name and ID. Nobody knows from where. Finally, they tracked him down to a motel in Winfield this morning. But he’d already checked out – a couple of hours ago, around eight-thirty. Clerk doesn’t know where he was going.’

At a nod from her boss, Teasley continued, ‘The surveillance warrants are technically still active, so the agents checked out emails at the hotel. One received and one sent: the go-ahead order and Loving’s acknowledgment.’

Ellis asked, ‘What would he be doing in West Virginia?’

I knew Loving better than anybody in the room. I said, ‘He usually worked with a partner; he might be picking somebody up there. Weapons too. He wouldn’t fly with them. In any case, he’ll avoid the D.C.-area airports. A lot of people up here still remember what he looks like after... after what happened a few years ago.’ I asked, ‘Internet address of the sender?’

‘Routed through proxies. Untraceable.’

‘Any phone calls to or from his room in the motel?’

‘Mais non.’

The French was irritating. Had Westerfield just gotten back from a package vacation or was he boning up to prosecute an Algerian terrorist?

‘What does the order say exactly, Jason?’ I asked patiently.

At a nod from him, Chris Teasley did the honors. ‘Like you were saying, it was solely a go-ahead. So they’d have had prior conversations where they laid out the details.’

‘Go on, please,’ I said to her.

The woman read, ‘“Loving–Re: Kessler. It’s a go. Need details, per our discussion, by Monday midnight, or unacceptable consequences, as explained. Once you get information, subject must be eliminated.” End of quote. It gave an address in Fairfax.’

Unacceptable consequences... all hell breaking loose.

‘No audio?’

‘No.’

I was disappointed. Voice analysis can tell a lot about the caller: gender, most of the time, national and regional roots, illnesses, even reasonable morphological deductions can be made about the shape of the nose, mouth and throat. But at least we had a confirmed spelling of the principal’s name, which was a plus.

‘Kessler’s a cop in the District. Ryan Kessler, detective,’ Westerfield explained.

‘Loving’s response?’

‘“Confirmed.” That was it.’

‘The primary wants the “details”—’ Westerfield did air quotes. ‘—by late Monday. Details...’

I asked to see the printout. Noted a slight hesitation on Teasley’s part, then she passed it over when Westerfield gave no reaction.

I read through the brief passage. ‘Grammar, spelling and punctuation are good. Proper use of “per.”’ Teasley frowned at this observation. I didn’t explain that ‘as per,’ what most people say, is redundant; she wasn’t my protégée. I continued, ‘And matching commas around the appositive, after “details,” which you hardly ever see.’

Everyone stared at me now. I’d studied linguistics a long time ago. A little philology too, the study of languages from analyzing texts. Mostly for the fun of it, but the subject came in useful sometimes.

Ellis toyed his neck sideways. He’d wrestled in college but didn’t do many sports nowadays that I knew of. He was just still built like an iron triangle. He said, ‘He left at eight-thirty this morning. He probably has weapons so he’s not going to fly... and he doesn’t want to risk being seen at an airport here, like you were saying, Corte. He’s still about four hours away.’

‘His vehicle?’ I asked.

‘Nothing yet. The Bureau’s got a team canvassing the motel and restaurants around town.’

My boss: ‘This Kessler, what does he know that the primary’s so interested in extracting from him?’

‘No clue,’ Westerfield said.

‘Who exactly is he, Kessler?’ I asked.

‘I’ve got some details,’ Teasley said.

As the young attorney dug through a file, I wondered why Westerfield had come to us. We’re known as the bodyguards of last resort (at least Aaron Ellis refers to us that way in budgetary hearings, which I find a bit embarrassing, but apparently it plays well on the Hill). The State Department’s Diplomatic Security and the Secret Service guard U.S. officials and foreign heads of state. Witness Protection cloaks the noble or the infamous with new identities and turns them loose in the world. We, on the other hand, handle situations only when there’s an immediate, credible threat against a known principal. We’ve also been called the E.R. of personal security.

The criterion is vague but, given limited resources, we tend to take on cases only when the principal is involved in matters like national security – the spy I’d just delivered to the CIA gentlemen yesterday – or public health, such as our job guarding a whistle-blower in an over-the-counter tainted-drug trial last year.

But the answer became clear when Teasley gave the cop’s bio. ‘Detective Ryan Kessler, forty-two. Married, one child. He works financial crimes in the district, fifteen years on the force, decorated... You may’ve heard of him.’

I glanced at my boss, who shook his head for both of us.

‘He’s a hero. Got some media coverage a few years ago. He was working undercover in D.C. and stumbled into a robbery in a deli in North West. Saved the customers but took a slug. Was on the news, and one of those Discovery Channel cop programs did an episode about him.’

I didn’t watch much TV. But I did understand the situation now. A hero cop being targeted by a lifter like Henry Loving... Westerfield saw a chance to be a hero of his own here – marshalling a case against the primary, presumably because of some financial scam Kessler was investigating. Even if the underlying case wasn’t big – though it could be huge – targeting a heroic D.C. police officer was reason enough to end up on Westerfield’s agenda. I didn’t think any less of him because of this; Washington is all about personal as well as public politics. I didn’t care if his career would be served by taking on the case. All that mattered to me was keeping the Kessler family alive.

And that this particular lifter was involved.

‘Alors,’ Westerfield said. ‘There we have it. Kessler’s been poking his nez where it doesn’t belong. We need to find out where, what, who, when, why... So, let’s get the Kesslers into the slammer fast and go from there.’

‘Slammer?’ I asked.

‘Yessir,’ Teasley said. ‘We were thinking Hansen Detention Center in D.C. I’ve done some research and found that HDC has just renovated their alarm systems and I’ve reviewed the employee files of every guard who’d be on the friendly wing. It’s a good choice.’

‘C’est vrai.’

‘A slammer wouldn’t be advisable,’ I said.

‘Oh?’ Westerfield wondered.

Protective custody, in a secluded part of a correctional facility, makes sense in some cases but this wasn’t one of them, I explained.

‘Hm,’ the prosecutor said, ‘we were thinking you could have one of your people with them inside, non? Efficient. Agent Fredericks and you can interview him. You’ll get good information. I guarantee it. In a slammer, witnesses tend to remember things they wouldn’t otherwise. They’re all happy-happy.’

‘That hasn’t been my experience in circumstances like these.’

‘No?’

‘You put somebody in detention, yes, usually a lifter from the outside can’t get in. And—’ A nod toward Teasley, conceding her diligent homework. ‘—I’m sure the staff’s been vetted well. With any other lifter, I’d agree. But we’re dealing with Henry Loving here. I know how he works. We put the Kesslers inside, he’ll find an edge on one of the guards. Most of them are young, male. If I were Loving, I’d just find one with a pregnant wife – their first child, if possible, and pay her a visit.’ Teasley blinked at my matter-of-fact tone. ‘The guard would do whatever Loving wanted. And once the family’s inside there’re no escape routes. The Kesslers’d be trapped.’

‘Like petits lapins,’ Westerfield said, though not as sarcastically as I’d expected. He was considering my point.

‘Besides, Kessler’s a D.C. cop. We’d have trouble getting him to agree. There could be a half dozen cons he’s put inside HDC.’

‘Where would you stash them?’ Westerfield asked.

I replied, ‘I don’t know yet. I’ll have to think about it.’

Westerfield gazed up at the wall too, though I couldn’t tell at which picture or certificate or diploma. Finally he said to Teasley, ‘Give him Kessler’s address.’

The young woman jotted it in far more legible handwriting than her boss’s. When she handed it to me I was hit by another blast of perfume.

I took it, thanking them both. I’m a competitive game player – all sorts of games – and I’ve learned to be humble and magnanimous in victory, a theory I’d carried over to my professional life. A matter of courtesy, of course, but I’d also found that being a good winner gives you a slight advantage psychologically when you play against the same opponent in the future.

They rose. The prosecutor said, ‘Okay, do what you can – find out who hired Loving and why.’

‘Our number-one priority,’ I assured him, though it wasn’t.

‘Au revoir...’ Westerfield and Teasley breezed out of the doorway, the prosecutor giving sotto voce orders to her.

I too rose. I had to stop at the town house and pick up a few things for the assignment.

‘I’ll report from the location,’ I told Ellis.

‘Corte?’

I stopped at the door and glanced back.

‘Not sending the Kesslers to the slammer... it makes sense, right? You’d rather get them into a safe house and run the case from there?’ He’d backed me up – Aaron Ellis was nothing if not supportive of his troops – and would go with my expertise on the question. But he wasn’t, in truth, asking for reassurance that it made tactical sense not to put them in protective custody.

What he was really asking was this: was he making the right decision in assigning me, and not someone else, to the job of guarding principals from Henry Loving? In short, could I be objective when the perp was the one who’d murdered my mentor and had apparently escaped from the trap I’d set for him several years before?

‘A safe house’s the most efficient approach,’ I told Ellis and returned to my office, fishing for the key to unlock the desk drawer where I kept my weapon.
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