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Prologue

June, 3, 1968

The dark-haired man stared at the wall in front of him. His chair, like the rest of the furniture, was pleasing to the eye but not made for comfort. The style was Early American, the theme Spartan, as if those about to be granted an audience with the occupant of the inner office should reflect on their awesome opportunity in stern surroundings.

The man was in his late twenties, his face angular, the features sharp, each pronounced and definite as if carved by a craftsman more aware of details than of the whole. It was a face in quiet conflict with itself, striking and yet unsettled. The eyes were engaging, deep set and very light blue, with an open, even questioning quality about them. They seemed at the moment to be the eyes of a blue-eyed animal, swift to level in any direction, steady, apprehensive.

The young man’s name was Peter Chancellor, and the expression on his face was as rigid as his posture in the chair. His eyes were angry.

There was one other person in the outer office: a middle-aged secretary whose thin, colorless lips were set in constant tension, her gray hair stretched and spun into a bun that took on the appearance of a faded flaxen helmet. She was the Praetorian Guard, the attack dog who protected the sanctuary of the man behind the oak door beyond her desk.

Chancellor looked at his watch; the secretary glanced at him disapprovingly. Any indication of impatience was out of place in this office; the audience itself was everything.

It was quarter to six; all the other offices were closed. The small Midwest campus of Park Forest University was preparing for another late-spring evening, the controlled revelry heightened by the proximity of graduation day.

Park Forest strove to remain outside the unrest that had swept across the university campuses. In an ocean of turbulence it was an undisturbed sandbar. Insular, rich, at peace with itself, essentially without disruption. Or brilliance.

It was this fundamental lack of external concerns, so the story went, that brought the man behind the oak door to Park Forest. He sought inaccessibility, if not anonymity, which of course could never be granted. Munro St. Claire had been undersecretary of state for Roosevelt and Truman; ambassador-extraordinary for Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson. He had flown about the globe with an open portfolio, bringing his Presidents’ concerns and his own expertise to the world’s troubled areas. That he had elected to spend a spring semester at Park Forest as visiting professor of government—while organizing the data that would form the basis of his memoirs—was a coup that had stunned the trustees of this wealthy but minor university. They had swallowed their disbelief and guaranteed St. Claire the isolation he could never have found in Cambridge, New Haven, or Berkeley.

So the story went.

And Peter Chancellor thought about the salient points of St. Claire’s story to keep his mind off his own. But not entirely. At the moment, the salient points of his own immediate existence were as discouraging as one could imagine. Twenty-four months lost, thrown away into academic oblivion. Two years of his life!

His doctoral thesis had been rejected by the vote of eight to one by the honors college of Park Forest The one dissenting vote was, naturally, that of his advisor and, as such, without influence on the others. Chancellor had been accused of frivolousness, of wanton disregard of historical fact, of slovenly research, and ultimately of irresponsibly inserting fiction in lieu of provable data. It was not at all ambiguous. Chancellor had failed; there was no appeal, for the failure was absolute.

From an exhilarating high he had sunk into a deep depression. Six weeks ago the Foreign Service Journal of Georgetown University had agreed to publish fourteen excerpts from the thesis. A total of some thirty pages. His advisor had managed it, sending a copy to academic friends in Georgetown, who thought the work was both enlightening and frightening. The Journal was on a par with Foreign Affairs, its readership among the country’s most influential. Something was bound to result; somebody had to offer something.

But the Journal’s editors made one condition: Due to the nature of the thesis, the doctoral acceptance was mandatory before they would publish the manuscript. Without it they would not.

Now, of course, publishing any part was out of the question.

“The Origins of a Global Conflict” was the title. The conflict was World War II, the origins an imaginative interpretation of the men and the forces that collided during the catastrophic years from 1926 to 1939. It did no good to explain to the history committee of the honors college that the thesis was an interpretive analysis, not a legal document. He had committed a cardinal sin: He had attributed invented dialogue to historical figures. Such nonsense was unacceptable to the groves of academe at Park Forest.

But Chancellor knew there was another more serious flaw in the eyes of the committee. He had written his thesis in outrage and emotion, and outrage and emotion had no place in doctoral dissertations.

The premise that financial giants stood passively by while a band of psychopaths shaped post-Weimar Germany was ludicrous. As ludicrous as it was patently false. The multinational corporations could not feed the Nazi wolf pack fast enough; the stronger the pack, the more rapacious the appetites of the marketplace.

The German wolf pack’s objectives and methods were conveniently obscured in the interests of an expanding economy. Obscured, hell! They were tolerated, ultimately accepted, along with the swiftly rising lines on profit-and-loss charts. Diseased Nazi Germany was given an economic clean bill of health by the financiers. And among the colossi of international finance who fed the Wehrmacht eagle were a number of the most honored industrial names in America.

There was the problem. He could not come out and identify those corporations because his proof was not conclusive. The people who had given him the information, and led him to other sources, would not allow their names to be used. They were frightened, tired old men, living on government and company pensions. Whatever had happened in the past was past; they would not risk losing the largess of their benefactors. Should Chancellor make public their private conversations, they would deny them. It was as simple as that.

But it wasn’t as simple as that. It had happened. The story had not been told, and Peter wanted very much to tell it. True, he did not want to destroy old men who had merely carried out policies they had not understood, conceived by others so far up the corporate ladders they’d rarely met them. But to walk away from unrecorded history was wrong.

So Chancellor took the only option open to him: He had changed the names of the corporate giants, but in such a way as to leave no doubt as to their identities. Anyone who read a newspaper would know who they were.

This was his unforgivable error. He had raised provocative questions few wished to recognize as valid. Park Forest University was looked upon favorably when corporations and corporate foundations issued grants; it was not a dangerous campus. Why should that status be threatened—even remotely—by the work of a single doctoral candidate?

Christ! Two years. There were alternatives, of course. He could transfer his credits to another university and resubmit “Origins.” But what then? Was it worth it? To face another form of rejection? One that lay in the shadows of his own doubts? For Peter was honest with himself. He had not written so unique or brilliant a work. He had merely found a period in recent history that infuriated him because of its parallels with the present Nothing had changed; the lies of forty years ago still existed. But he did not want to walk away from it; he would not walk away. He would tell it. Somehow.

However, outrage was not a substitute for qualitative research. Concern for living sources was hardly an alternative for objective investigation. Reluctantly Peter acknowledged the validity of the committee’s position. He was neither academic fish nor fowl; he was part fact, part fantasy.

Two years! Wasted!

The secretary’s telephone hummed, it did not ring. The hum reminded Chancellor of the rumor that special communications had been installed so Washington could reach Munro St. Claire at any time of day or night. These installations, so the story went, were St. Claire’s only departure from his self-imposed inaccessibility.

“Yes, Mr. Ambassador,” said the secretary, “I’ll send him in.… That’s quite all right. If you need me, I can stay.” Apparently she was not needed, and Peter had the impression that she was not happy about it. The Praetorian Guard was being dismissed. “You’re scheduled to be at the dean’s reception at six thirty,” she continued. There was brief silence; then the woman replied. “Yes sir. I’ll telephone your regrets. Good night, Mr. St. Claire.”

She glanced at Chancellor. “You may go in now,” she said, her eyes questioning.

“Thank you.” Peter rose from the uncomfortable straight-backed chair. “I don’t know why I’m here either,” he said.

Inside the oak-paneled office with the cathedral windows, Munro St. Claire got up from behind the antique table that served as his desk. He was an old man, thought Chancellor as he approached the extended right hand held over the table. Much older than he appeared at a distance, walking across the campus with a sure stride. Here in his office his tall slender body and aquiline head with the faded blond hair seemed to struggle to stay erect. Yet erect he stood, as if refusing to give in to infirmities. His eyes were large, but of no discernible color, intense in their steadiness, but not without humor. His thin lips were stretched into a smile beneath his well-groomed white moustache.

“Come in, come in, Mr. Chancellor. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Good for you! Don’t let me get away with that.” St. Claire laughed and indicated a chair in front of the table.

“I didn’t mean to contradict you, I just—” Chancellor stopped, realizing that no matter what he said, it would sound foolish. He sat down.

“Why not?” asked St. Claire. “Contradicting me would be minor compared to what you’ve done to a legion of contemporary scholars.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your dissertation. I read it.”

“I’m flattered.”

“I was most impressed.”

“Thank you, sir. Others weren’t.”

“Yes, I understand that. It was rejected by the honors college, I’m told.”

“Yes.”

“A damned shame. A lot of hard work went into it. And some very original thinking.”

Who are you, Peter Chancellor? Have you any idea what you’ve done? Forgotten men have dredged up memories and whisper in fear. Georgetown is rife with rumor. An explosive document has been received from an obscure university in the Midwest. An insignificant graduate student has suddenly reminded us of that which no one cares to remember. Mr. Chancellor, Inver Brass cannot permit you to go on.

Peter saw that the old man’s eyes were at once encouraging and yet noncommittal. There was nothing to be lost in being direct. “Are you implying that you might—?”

“Oh, no,” interrupted St. Claire sharply, raising the palm of his right hand. “No, indeed. I wouldn’t presume to question such a decision; it’s hardly my place. And I suspect the rejection was based on certain applicable criteria. No, I wouldn’t interfere. But I’d like to ask you several questions, perhaps offer some gratuitous advice.”

Chancellor leaned forward. “What questions?”

St. Claire settled back in his chair. “First, yourself. I’m merely curious. I’ve spoken with your advisor, but that’s secondhand. Your father’s a newspaperman?”

Chancellor smiled. “He’d say was. He retires next January.”

“Your mother’s also a writer, isn’t she?”

“Of sorts. Magazine articles, women’s-page columns. She wrote short stories years ago.”

“So the written word holds no terror for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“A mechanic’s son approaches a malfunctioning carburetor with less trepidation than the offspring of a ballet master. Generally speaking, of course.”

“Generally speaking, I’d agree.”

“Precisely.” St. Claire nodded his head.

“Are you telling me my dissertation’s a malfunctioning carburetor?”

St. Claire laughed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You took your master’s degree in journalism, obviously intending to be a newspaperman.”

“Some form of communications, at any rate. I wasn’t sure which.”

“Yet you prevailed upon this university to accept you for a doctorate in history. So you changed your mind.”

“Not really. It was never made up.” Again Peter smiled, now with embarrassment. “My parents claim I’m a professional student. Not that they mind, particularly. A scholarship saw me through the master’s. I served in Vietnam, so the government’s paying my way here. I do some tutoring. To tell you the truth, I’m nearly thirty and I’m not sure what I want to do. But I don’t suppose that’s unique these days.”

“Your graduate work would seem to indicate a preference for the academic life.”

“If it did, it doesn’t anymore.”

St. Claire glanced at him. “Tell me about the dissertation itself. You make startling insinuations, rather frightening judgments. Essentially, you accuse many of the free world’s leaders—and their institutions—of either closing their eyes to the menace of Hitler forty years ago, or worse: directly and indirectly financing the Third Reich.”

“Not for ideological reasons. For economic advantage.”

“Scylla and Charybdis?”

“I’ll accept that. Right now, today, there’s a repetition—?”

“Despite the honors college,” interrupted St. Claire quietly, “you must have done a fair amount of research. How much?”

What started you? That’s what we have to know, be-cause we know you will not let it go. Were you directed by men seeking vengeance after all these years? Or was it—far worse—an accident that primed your outrage? We can control sources; we can countermand them, show them to be false. We cannot control accidents. Or an outrage born of an accident. But you cannot go on, Mr. Chancellor. We must find a way to stop you.

Chancellor paused; the aged diplomat’s question was unexpected. “Research? A lot more than the committee believes and a lot less than certain conclusions warrant. That’s as honest as I can put it.”

“It’s honest. Will you give me specifics? There’s very little documentation of sources.”

Suddenly Peter felt uneasy. What had begun as a discussion was turning into an interrogation. “Why is it important? There’s very little documentation because that’s the way the people I spoke to wanted it.”

“Then honor their wishes, by all means. Don’t use names.” The old man smiled; his charm was extraordinary.

We don’t need names. Names can be uncovered easily, once areas are discerned. But it would be better not to pursue names. Much better. The whispers would start again. There is a better way.

“All right. I interviewed people who were active during the period from ’23 to ’39. They were in government—mainly the State Department—and in industry and banking. Also I spoke with about half a dozen former senior officers attached to the War College and the intelligence community. None, Mr. St. Claire, none would allow me to use his name.”

“They provided you with so much material?”

“A great deal lay in what they would not discuss. And odd phrases, offhand remarks that were often non sequiturs, but just as often applicable. They’re old men now, all—or nearly all—retired. Their minds wandered; so did their memories. They’re kind of a sad collection; they’re—” Chancellor stopped. He was not sure how to continue.

St. Claire did. “By and large, embittered minor executives and bureaucrats living on inadequate pensions. Such conditions breed angry, all too often distorted memories.”

“I don’t think that’s fair. What I learned, what I wrote, is the truth. That’s why anyone who reads the thesis will know which those companies were, how they operated.”

St Claire dismissed the statement as though he had not heard it. “How did you reach these people? What led you to them? How did you get appointments to see them?”

“My father started me off, and from those few came others. Sort of a natural progression; people remembered people.”

“Your father?”

“In the early fifties he was a Washington correspondent for Scripps-Howard—?”

“Yes.” St. Claire interrupted softly. “So, through his efforts, you obtained an initial list.”

“Yes. About a dozen names of men who had dealings in prewar Germany. In government and out. As I said, these led to others. And, of course, I read everything Trevor-Roper and Shirer and the German apologists wrote. That’s all documented.”

“Did your father know what you were after?”

“A doctorate was enough.” Chancellor grinned. “My father went to work with a year and a half of college. Money was tight.”

“Then, shall we say, is he aware of what you found? Or thought you found.”

“Not really. I figured my parents would read the thesis when it was finished. Now, I don’t know if they’ll want to; this is going to be a blow to the home front.” Peter smiled weakly. “The aging, perpetual student comes to nothing.”

“I thought you said professional student,” corrected the diplomat.

“Is there a difference?”

“In approach, I think there is.” St. Claire leaned forward in silence, his large eyes leveled at Peter. “I’d like to take the liberty of summarizing the immediate situation as I see it.”

“Of course.”

“Basically, you have the materials for a perfectly valid theoretical analysis. Interpretations of history, from doctrinaire to revisionist, are neverending topics of debate and examination. Would you agree?”

“Naturally.”

“Yes, of course. You wouldn’t have chosen the subject in the first place if you didn’t.” St. Claire looked out the window as he spoke. “But an unorthodox interpretation of events—especially of a period in such recent history—based solely on the writings of others, would hardly justify the unorthodoxy, would it? I mean, certainly historians would have pounced on the material long before now if they had thought a case could be made. But it couldn’t, really, so you went beyond the accepted sources and interviewed embittered old men and a handful of reluctant former intelligence specialists and came away with specific judgments.”

“Yes, but—?”

“Yes, but,” broke in St. Claire, turning from the window. “By your own telling, these judgments were often based on ‘offhand remarks’ and ‘non sequiturs.’ And your sources refuse to be listed. In your own words your research did not justify numerous conclusions.”

“But they did. The conclusions are justified.”

“They’ll never be accepted. Not by any recognized authority, academic or judicial. And quite rightly so, in my judgment.”

“Then you’re wrong, Mr. St. Claire. Because I’m not wrong. I don’t care how many committees tell me I am. The facts are there, right below the surface, but nobody wants to talk about them. Even now, forty years later. Because it’s happening all over again! A handful of companies are making millions all over the world by fueling military governments, calling them our friends, our ‘first line of defense.’ When their eyes are on profit-and-loss sheets, that’s what they care about.… All right, maybe I can’t come up with documentation, but I’m not going to throw away two years’ work. I’m not going to stop because a committee tells me I’m academically unacceptable. Sorry, but that’s unacceptable.”

And that’s what we had to know. At the last, would you cut your losses and walk away? Others thought you would, but I didn’t. You knew you were right, and that’s too great a temptation in the young. We must now render you impotent.

St. Claire looked down at Peter and held his eyes. “You’re in the wrong arena. You sought acceptance from the wrong people. Seek it elsewhere. Where matters of truth and documentation are not important.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your dissertation is filled with some rather splendidly imagined fiction. Why not concentrate on that?”

“What?”

“Fiction. Write a novel. No one cares whether a novel is accurate, or has historical authenticity. It’s simply not important.” St. Claire once again leaned forward, his eyes steady on Chancellor. “Write fiction. You may still be ignored, but at least there’s a chance of a hearing. To pursue your present course is futile. You’ll waste another year, or two, or three. Ultimately, for what? So write a novel. Spend your outrage there, then go about your life.”

Peter stared at the diplomat; he was at a loss, uncertain of his thoughts, so he merely repeated the single word. “Fiction?”

“Yes. I think we’re back to that malfunctioning carburetor, although the analogy may be terrible.” St. Claire settled back in his chair. “We agreed that words held no great fear for you; you’ve seen blank pages filled with them most of your life. Now, repair the work you’ve done with other words, a different approach that eliminates the necessity of academic sanction,”

Peter exhaled softly; for several moments he had held his breath, numbed by St. Claire’s analysis. “A novel? It never crossed my mind.…”

“I submit it may have unconsciously,” interjected the diplomat. “You didn’t hesitate to invent actions—and reactions—when it served you. And God knows you have the ingredients of a fascinating story. Farfetched, in my opinion, but not without merit for a Sunday afternoon in a hammock. Fix the carburetor; this is a different engine. One of less substance, perhaps, but conceivably quite enjoyable. And someone may listen to you. They won’t in this arena. Nor, frankly, should they.”

“A novel. I’ll be damned.”

Munro St. Claire smiled. His eyes were still strangely noncommittal.

The afternoon sun disappeared below the horizon; long shadows spread across the lawns. St. Claire stood at the window, gazing out on the quadrangle. There was an arrogance in the serenity of the scene; it was out of place in a world so locked in turbulance.

He could leave Park Forest now. His job was finished, the carefully orchestrated conclusion not perfect but sufficient unto the day.

Sufficient unto the limits of deceit.

He looked at his watch. An hour had passed since the bewildered Chancellor had left the office. The diplomat crossed back to his desk, sat down, and picked up the telephone. He dialed the area code 202 and then seven additional digits. Moments later there were two clicks over the line, followed by a whine. For any but those aware of the codes the sound would have simply signified a malfunctioning instrument.

St. Claire dialed five more digits. A single click was the result, and a voice answered.

“Inver Brass. Tape is rolling.” In the voice was the flat a of Boston, but the rhythm was Middle-European.

“This is Bravo. Patch me through to Genesis.”

“Genesis is in England. It’s past midnight over there.”

“I’m afraid I can’t be concerned with that. Can you patch? Is there a sterile location?”

“If he’s still at the embassy, there is, Bravo. Otherwise it’s the Dorchester. No guarantees there.”

“Try the embassy, please.”

The line went dead as the Inver Brass switchboard linked up communications. Three minutes later another voice was heard; it was clear, with no distortions, as though it were down the street, not 4,000 miles away. The voice was clipped, agitated, but not without respect. Or a degree of fear.

“This is Genesis. I was just leaving. What happened?”

“It’s done.”

“Thank God!”

“The dissertation was rejected. I made it clear to the committee, quite privately of course, that it was radical nonsense. They’d be the laughingstock of the university community. They’re sensitive; they should be. They’re mediocre.”

“I’m pleased.” There was a pause from London. “What was his reaction?”

“What I expected. He’s right and he knows it; therefore he’s frustrated. He had no intention of stopping.”

“Does he now?”

“I believe so. The idea’s firmly planted. If need be, I’ll follow up indirectly, put him in touch with people. But I may not have to. He’s imaginative; more to the point, his outrage is genuine.”

“You’re convinced this is the best way?”

“Certainly. The alternative is for him to pursue the research and dredge up dormant issues. I wouldn’t like that to happen in Cambridge or Berkeley, would you?”

“No. And perhaps no one will be interested in what he writes, much less publish it. I suppose we could bring that about.”

St. Claire’s eyes narrowed briefly. “My advice is not to interfere. We’d frustrate him further, drive him back. Let things happen naturally. If he does turn it into a novel, the best we can hope for is a minor printing of a rather amateurish work. He’ll have said what he had to say, and it will turn out to be inconsequential fiction, with the usual disclaimers as to persons living or dead. Interference might raise questions; that’s not in our interest.”

“You’re right, of course,” said the man in London. “But then you usually are, Bravo.”

“Thank you. And good-bye, Genesis. I’ll be leaving here in a few days.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps back to Vermont. Perhaps far away. I don’t like what I see on the national landscape.”

“All the more reason to stay in touch,” said the voice in London.

“Perhaps. And then again, I may be too old.”

“You can’t disappear. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes. Good night, Genesis.”

St. Claire replaced the telephone without waiting for a corresponding good-bye from London. He simply did not want to listen further.

He was swept by a sense of revulsion; it was not the first time, nor would it be the last. It was the function of Inver Brass to make decisions others could not make, to protect men and institutions from the moral indictments born of hindsight. What was right forty years ago was anathema today.

Frightened men had whispered to other frightened men that Peter Chancellor had to be stopped. It was wrong for this obscure doctoral candidate to ask questions that had no meaning forty years later. The times were different, the circumstances altogether dissimilar.

Yet there were certain gray areas. Accountability was not a limited doctrine. Ultimately, they were all accountable. Inver Brass was no exception. Therefore, Peter Chancellor had to be given the chance to vent his outrage, and in a way that removed him from consequence. Or catastrophe.

St. Claire rose from the table and surveyed the papers on top of it. He had removed most of his personal effects during the past weeks. There was very little of him in the office now; and that was as it should be.

Tomorrow he would be gone.

He walked to the door. Automatically he reached for the light switch, and then he realized no lights were on. He had been standing, pacing, sitting, and thinking in shadows.


The New York Times Book Review, May 10, 1969, Page 3

Reichstag! is at once startling and perceptive, awkward and incredible. Peter Chancellor’s first novel would have us believe that the early Nazi party was financed by nothing less than a cartel of international bankers and industrialists—American, British and French—apparently with the acknowledged, though unspoken, approval of their respective governments. Chancellor forces us to believe him as we read. His narrative is breathless; his characters leap from the page with a kind of raw power that illuminates their strengths and weaknesses in a manner that might be vitiated by more disciplined writing. Mr. Chancellor tells his tale in outrage, and far too melodramatically, but withal the book is a marvelous “read.” And, finally, you begin to wonder: Could it have happened this way?…

The Washington Post Book World April 22, 1970, Page 3

In Sarajevo! Chancellor does for the guns of August what he did for the Führer’s Blitzkrieg last year.

The forces that collided in the July crisis of 1914, preceded by the June assassination of Ferdinand by the conspirator Gavrilo Princip, are abstracted, rearranged, and put back on a fast track by Mr. Chancellor, so that no one emerges on the side of the angels and all is a triumph of evil. Throughout, the author’s protagonist—in this case a British infiltrator of a Serbo-Croat clandestine organization called, melodramatically, The Unity of Death—peels away the layers of deceit as they’ve been spread by the provocateurs of the Reichstag, the Foreign Office, and the Chamber of Deputies. The puppets are revealed; the strings lead back to the industrial vested interests on all sides.

As with so much else, these rarely discussed coincidences go on and on.

Mr. Chancellor has a conspiracy complex of a high order. He deals with it in a fascinating manner and with a high readability quotient. Sarajevo! should prove to be even more popular than Reichstag!

The Los Angeles Times Daily Review of Books April 4, 1971, Page 20

Counterstrike! is Chancellor’s best work to date, although for reasons that escape this reader, its serpentine plot is based on an extraordinary error of research that one does not expect of this author. It concerns the clandestine operations of the Central Intelligence Agency as they pertain to a spreading reign of terror imposed on a New England university city by a foreign power. Mr. Chancellor should know that all domestic involvements are specifically prohibited to the CIA in its 1947 charter.

This objection aside, Counterstrike! is a sure winner. Chancellor’s previous books have shown that he can spin a yarn with such pace that you can’t turn the pages fast enough, but now he’s added a depth of character not mined previously.

Chancellor’s extensive knowledge of counterespionage is, according to those who are supposed to know, on zero target. The CIA error notwithstanding.

He gets into the minds as well as the methods of all those involved in an absolutely frightening situation drawing an explicit parallel to the racial disturbances that led to a series of murders in Boston several years ago. Chancellor has arrived as a first-rate novelist who takes events, rearranges the facts, and presents startling new conclusions.

The plot is deviously simple: A man is chosen to perform a task for which he would seem to be ill equipped. He is given extensive CIA training, but nowhere in this training is there an attempt to strengthen his basic flaw. Soon we understand: That flaw is meant to bring about his death. Circles within circles of conspiracy. And once again, as with his previous books, we wonder: Is it true? Did this happen? Is this the way it was?…



Autumn. The Bucks County countryside was an ocean of yellow, green, and gold. Chancellor leaned against the hood of a silver Mark IV Continental, his arm casually around a woman’s shoulder. His face was fuller now, the distinct features less in conflict with one another, softened yet still sharp. His eyes were focused on a white house that stood at the foot of a winding drive cut out of the gently sloping fields. The drive was bordered on each side by a high white fence.

The girl with Chancellor, holding the hand draped over her shoulder, was as engrossed by the sight in front of them as he was. She was tall; her brown hair fell softly, framing her delicate but curiously strong face. Her name was Catherine Lowell.

“It’s everything you described,” she said, gripping his hand tightly. “It’s beautiful. Really very beautiful.”

“To coin a phrase,” said Chancellor, glancing down at her, “that’s one hell of a relief.”

She looked up at him. “You bought it, didn’t you? You’re not just ‘interested,’ you bought it!”

Peter nodded. “I had competition. A banker from Philadelphia was ready to put down a binder. I had to decide. If you don’t like it, I’m sure he’ll take it from me.”

“Don’t be silly, it’s absolutely gorgeous!”

“You haven’t seen the inside.”

“I don’t have to.”

“Good. Because I’d rather show it to you on the way back. The owners’ll be out by Thursday. They’d better be. On Friday afternoon I’ve got a large delivery from Washington. It’s coming here.”

“The transcripts?”

“Twelve cases from the Government Printing Office. Morgan had to send down a truck. The whole story of Nuremberg as recorded by the Allied tribunals. Do you want to guess what the title of the book’s going to be?”

Catherine laughed. “I can see Tony Morgan now, pacing around his office like a disjointed cat in gray flannels. Suddenly he pounces on his desk and shouts, frightening everyone within earshot, which is most of the building: ‘I’ve got it! We’ll do something different! We’ll use Nuremberg with an exclamation point!’ ”

Peter joined her laughter. “You’re vilifying my sainted editor.”

“Never. Without him we’d be moving into a five-flight walk-up, not a farm built for a country squire.”

“And the squire’s wife.”

“And the squire’s wife.” Catherine squeezed his arm. “Speaking of trucks, shouldn’t there be moving vans in the driveway?”

Chancellor smiled; it was an embarrassed smile. “Except for odd items, specifically listed, I had to buy it furnished. They’re moving to the Caribbean. You can throw it all out if you like.”

“My, aren’t we grand?”

“Aren’t we rich,” replied Peter, not asking a question. “No comments, please. Come on, let’s go. We’ve got about three hours on the turnpike, another two and a half after that. It’ll be dark soon.”

Catherine turned to him, her face tilted up, their lips nearly touching. “With every mile I’m going to get more and more nervous. I’ll develop twitches and arrive a babbling idiot. I thought the ritual dance of meeting parents went out ten years ago.”

“You didn’t mention it when I met yours.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! They were so impressed just being in the same room with you, you didn’t have to do anything but sit there and gloat!”

“Which I did not do. I like your parents. I think you’ll like mine.”

“Will they like me? That’s the imponderable.”

“Not for a second,” said Peter, pulling her to him. “They’ll love you. Just as I love you. Oh God, I love you!”

It’s accurate, Genesis. This Peter Chancellor has the GPO reprinting everything relative to Nuremberg. The publisher has arranged transportation to an address in Pennsylvania.

It does not affect us, Banner. Venice and Christopher agree. We will take no action. That is the decision.

It’s a mistake! He’s going back to the German theme.

Long after the errors were made. There’s no association. Years before Nuremberg we saw clearly what we did not see at the beginning. There’s no connection to us. Any of us, including you.

You can’t be sure.

We are sure.

What does Bravo think?

Bravo’s away. He has not been apprised, nor will he be.

Why not?

For reasons that don’t concern you. They go back several years. Before you were called to Inver Brass.

It’s wrong, Genesis.

And you’re overwrought unnecessarily. You would never have been summoned if your anxieties had merit, Banner. You’re an extraordinary man. We’ve never doubted that.

Nevertheless, it’s dangerous.

The traffic on the Pennsylvania Turnpike seemed to move faster as the sky grew darker. Pockets of fog intruded abruptly, distorting the glare of onrushing headlights. A sudden cloudburst of slashing, diagonal rain splattered against the windshield too rapidly. The wipers were useless against it.

There was a growing mania on the highway, and Chancellor felt it. Vehicles raced by, throwing up sprays of water; drivers seemed to sense several storms converging on western Pennsylvania, and instincts born of experience propelled them home.

The voice on the Continental’s radio was precise, commanding.

The highway department urges all motorists to stay off the roads in the Jamestown-Warren area. If you are currently en route, drive into the nearest service areas. We repeat: Storm warnings out of Lake Erie have now been confirmed. The storms have winds of hurricane force.…

“There’s a turnoff about four miles up,” said Peter, squinting at the windshield. “We’ll take it. There’s a restaurant two or three hundred yards out of the exit.”

“How can you tell?”

“We just passed a Pittsfield sign; it used to be a mark for me. It meant I was an hour from home.”

Chancellor never understood how it happened; it was a question that would burn into his mind for the rest of his life. The steep hill was an opaque blanket of torrential rain, which fell in successive, powerful gusts that literally caused the heavy car to sway on its axis, like a small boat in terrible seas.

And suddenly there were headlights blinding through the rear window, reflecting harshly off the mirror. White spots appeared in front of his eyes, obscuring even the torrents of rain against the glass. He saw only the glaring white light.

Then it was beside him! An enormous trailer truck was overtaking him on the dangerous incline of rushing water! Peter screamed at the driver through the closed window; the man was a maniac. Couldn’t he see what he was doing? Couldn’t he see the Mark IV in the storm? Was he out of his mind?

The unbelievable happened. The huge truck veered toward him! The impact came; the steel chassis of the carriage crashed into the Continental. Metal smashed against metal. The maniac was forcing him off the road! The man was drunk or panicked by the storm! Through the blanket of slashing rain Chancellor could see the outline of the driver high up in the perch of his seat. He was oblivious to the Mark IV! He did not know what he was doing!

A second crunching impact came with such force that Peter’s window shattered. The Mark IV’s wheels locked; the car whipped to the right, toward a vacuum of darkness that lay beyond the ridge of the embankment.

The hood rose up in the rain; then the car lurched over the shoulder of the highway, plunging downward.

Catherine’s screams pierced the sounds of shattering glass and crushing steel as the Continental rolled over and over and over. Metal now screeched against metal as if each strip, each panel were fighting to survive the successive impacts of car against earth.

Peter lunged toward the source of the scream—toward Catherine—but he was locked in place by a shaft of steel. The automobile twisted, rolled, plunged down the embankment.

The screams stopped. Everything stopped.
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The fifth limousine drove slowly through the dark, tree-lined streets of Georgetown. It stopped in front of marble steps that led up through sculptured foilage to a porticoed entrance sixty feet away. The entrance, like the rest of the house, had a quiet grandeur heightened by the muted lighting beyond the pillars that supported the balcony above it.

The four previous limousines had arrived three to six minutes apart; all were deliberately paced. They had been rented from five separate leasing agencies from Arlington to Baltimore.

Should an observer in that quiet street wish to learn the identities of the single passenger within each vehicle, he would not be able to do so. For none could be traced through the leasing arrangements, and all were unseen by the chauffeurs. A pane of opaque glass separated each driver from his charge, and none was permitted to leave his seat behind the wheel while his passenger entered or left the automobile. These chauffeurs had been selected with care.

Everything had been timed, orchestrated. Two limousines had been driven to private airfields, where for an hour they had been left locked and unattended in designated areas of the parking lots. At the end of that hour the drivers had returned, knowing their passengers would be there. The other three vehicles had been left in the same manner in three different locations: Washington’s Union Station; the shopping complex in McLean, Virginia; and the country club in Chevy Chase, Maryland—to which the specific passenger did not belong.

Finally, should any observer in that quiet street in Georgetown try to interfere with the emerging passengers, a blond-haired man stood in the shadows on the balcony above the portico at the top of the marble staircase to prevent him. Around the man’s neck was strapped a transistorized, high-impedence microphone through which he could relay commands to others on the block, using a language that was not English. In his hands was a rifle, a silencer attached to the barrel.

The fifth passenger got out of the limousine and walked up the marble steps. The automobile drove quietly away; it would not return. The blond-haired man on the balcony spoke softly into the microphone; the door beneath was opened.

The conference room was on the second floor. The walls were dark wood, the lighting indirect. Placed at the center of the east wall was an antique Franklin stove, and in spite of the fact that it was a balmy spring evening, a fire glowed from within the iron casement.

In the center of the room was a large circular table. Around it sat six men, their ages ranging from mid-fifties to eighties. Two fell into the first category: a graying, wavy-haired man with Hispanic features; and a man with very pale skin, Nordic face, and dark, straight hair combed smoothly back above his wide forehead. The latter sat to the left of the group’s spokesman, the focal point of the table. The spokesman was in his late seventies; a fringe of hair extended around his balding head, and his features were tired—or ravaged. Across from the spokesman was a slender, aristocratic-looking man with thinning white hair and a perfectly groomed white mustache; he was also in the indeterminate seventies. On his right was a large Negro with an immense head and face that could have been chiseled from Ghanaian mahogany. On his left, the oldest and frailest man in the room; he was a Jew, a yarmulke on his hairless, gaunt skull.

All their voices were soft, their speech erudite, their eyes steady and penetrating. Each man had a quiet vitality born of extraordinary power.

And each was known by a single name that had specific significance to all at the table; no other name was ever used among them. In several cases the name had been held by the member for nearly forty years; in other cases it had been passed on, as predecessors died and successors were elected.

There were never more than six men. The spokesman was known as Genesis—he was, in fact, the second man to hold the name. Previously, he had been known as Paris, the identity now held by the Hispanic man with the graying wavy hair.

Others were known as Christopher, Banner, Venice. And there was Bravo.

These were the men of Inver Brass.

In front of each was an identical manila folder, a single page of paper on top. Except for the name in the upper left-hand corner of the page, the remaining typewritten words would have been meaningless to any but these men.

Genesis spoke. “Above all, at all costs, the files must be taken and destroyed. In this there can be no disagreement We’ve finally established that they’re stored in an upright vault, built into the steel wall of the walk-in closet, behind and to the left of the office desk.”

“The closet lock is controlled by a switch in the center drawer,” said Banner quietly. “The vault is protected by a series of electronic releases, the first of which must be triggered from his residence. Without the first release none of the others will activate. It would take ten sticks of dynamite to break in; the estimated time of operation for an acetylene torch is roughly four hours, with alarms sounding at the first touch of heat.”

Across the table, his black face obscured in the dim light, Venice asked, “Has the location of this first release been confirmed?”

“Yes,” answered Banner. “In the bedroom. It’s in the shelf of the headboard.”

“Who confirmed it?” asked Paris, the Hispanic member of Inver Brass.

“Varak,” was Genesis’s reply from the south end of the table.

Several heads nodded slowly. The elderly Jew, to the right of Banner, addressed him. “What of the rest?”

“The subject’s medical records were obtained from La Jolla, California. As you know, Christopher, he refuses to be examined at Bethesda. The most recent cardioanalysis indicates minor hypochloremia, a low potassium condition in no way dangerous. The fact in itself, however, might be sufficient to warrant administering the required dosage of digitalis, but there’s risk of exposure through autopsy.”

“He’s an old man.” That statement was made by Bravo, a man older than the subject in question. “Why would an autopsy be considered?”

“Because of who he is,” said Paris, the Hispanic member, his voice evidence of his early years in Castile. “It might be unavoidable. And the country cannot tolerate the turmoil of another assassination. It would give too many dangerous men the excuse to move, to implement a series of horrors in the name of patriotism.”

“I submit,” interrupted Genesis, “that should these same dangerous men—and I refer without equivocation to Sixteen hundred Pennsylvania Avenue—should these men and the subject reach an accommodation, the horrors you speak of will be minuscule by comparison. The key, gentlemen, is in the subject’s files. They’re held out like raw meat to hungry jackals. Those files in the hands of Sixteen hundred would usher in government by coercion and blackmail. We all know what’s taking place right now. We must act.”

“Reluctantly I agree with Genesis,” said Bravo. “Our information shows that Sixteen hundred has gone beyond the unattractive limits experienced in previous administrations. It’s approaching the uncontrollable. There’s hardly an agency or a department that has not been contaminated. But an Internal Revenue investigation, or a DIA surveillance report, pales beside those files. Both in nature and—far more seriously—in the stature of those they concern. I’m not sure we have an alternative.”

Genesis turned to the younger member at his side. “Banner, would you summarize, please?”

“Yes, of course.” The slender, fiftyish man nodded, paused, and placed his hands in front of him on the table. “There’s very little to add. You’ve read the report. The subject’s mental processes have disintegrated rapidly; one internist suspects arteriosclerosis, but there’s no way to confirm the diagnosis. The La Jolla records are controlled by the subject. At the source. He screens the medical data. Psychiatrically, however, there’s complete agreement: The maniac-depressive condition has advanced to the state of acute paranoia.” The man stopped, his head turned slightly to Genesis but not excluding anyone else at the table. “Frankly that’s all I have to know to cast my vote.”

“Who reached this agreement?” asked the old Jew known as Christopher.

“Three psychiatrists, unknown to each other, retained by remote and asked to submit independent reports. These were collectively interpreted by our own man. Acute paranoia was the only conceivable judgment.”

“How did they go about their diagnosis?” Venice leaned forward, his large black hands folded as he asked the question.

“Infrared, telescopic motion-picture cameras were used over a thirty-day period in every possible situation. In restaurants, the Presbyterian Church, in arrivals and departures at all formal and private functions. Two lip-readers provided texts of everything said; the texts were identical. There are also extensive, I should say exhaustive, reports from our own sources within the bureau. There can be no dispute with the judgment. The man’s mad.”

“What of Sixteen hundred?” Bravo stared at the younger man.

“They’re getting closer, making progress every week. They’ve gone so far as to suggest a formal, internal association, the objective obviously the files. The subject’s wary; he’s seen them all, and those at Sixteen hundred aren’t the best. But he admires their arrogance, their macho, and they stroke him. That’s the word that’s used, incidentally. Stroke.”

“How appropriate,” replied Venice. “Is their progress substantive?”

“I’m afraid so. There’s hard evidence that the subject has delivered several dossiers—or the most damaging information contained in them—to the Oval Office. Understandings are being reached both in the area of political contributions and the election itself. Two contenders for the opposition’s presidential nomination have agreed to withdraw—one by exhausted finances, the other by an act of instability.”

“Please explain that,” instructed Genesis.

“A gross mistake by words or action that eliminates him from the presidential stakes but is not serious enough to threaten his congressional standing. In this case, a display of unreasonable behavior during the primaries. These things are well thought out.”

“They’re frightening,” said Paris angrily.

“They stem from the subject,” said Bravo. “May we touch once again on an autopsy. Can it be controlled?”

“It may not have to be,” answered Banner, his hands now separated, the palms face down on the table. “We’ve flown in a man from Texas, an expert in cardiovascular research! He thinks he’s dealing with a prominent family on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. A patriarch going insane, capable of extraordinary damage, organic and psychiatric symptoms indistinguishable. There’s a chemical derivative of digitalis that, when combined with an intravenous injection of air, may be untraceable.”

“Who’s overseeing this aspect?” Venice was unconvinced.

“Varak,” said Genesis. “He’s the source control of the entire project.”

Once more there was a nodding of heads.

“Are there further questions?” asked Genesis.

Silence.

“Then, we vote,” continued Genesis, removing a small pad from beneath the manila envelope. He tore six pages and passed five to his left. “The Roman numeral one signifies affirmative; two, negative. As is customary a tie vote is negative.”

The men of Inver Brass made their marks, folded the papers, and returned them to Genesis. He spread them out.

“The vote is unanimous, gentlemen. The project is on.” He turned to Banner. “Please bring in Mr. Varak.”

The younger man got out of his chair and crossed to the door. He opened it, nodded his head to the figure standing outside in the hallway, and returned to the table.

Varak walked in, closing the door behind him. He was the same man who had stood guard on the dark balcony above the entrance at the top of the marble steps. The rifle was no longer in his hands, but the transistorized microphone was still strapped around his neck, and a thin wire led to his left ear. He was of indeterminate age, somewhere between thirty-five and forty-five—those years so well obscured by active men with strong, muscular bodies. His hair was light blond and cut short His face was broad with high cheekbones that, together with his gently sloping eyes, were evidence of a Slavic heritage. In contrast to his appearance, however, his speech was soft, the accent faintly Bostonian, the rhythm Middle European.

“Is there a decision?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied Genesis. “Affirmative.”

“You had no choice,” said Varak.

“Have you projected a schedule?” Bravo leaned forward, his eyes steady, noncommittal.

“Yes. In three weeks. The night of May first; the body will be discovered in the morning.”

“The news will break on the second of May, then.” Genesis looked at the members of Inver Brass. “Prepare statements where you think they’ll be solicited. Several of us should be out of the country.”

“You’re assuming the death will be reported in a normal fashion,” said Varak, raising his soft voice slightly to imply the contrary. “Without controls I wouldn’t guarantee that.”

“Why?” asked Venice.

“I think Sixteen hundred will panic. That crowd would put the corpse on ice inside the President’s clothes closet if they thought it would buy them time to get the files.”

Varak’s imagery gave rise to reluctant smiles around the table. Genesis spoke.

“Then, guarantee it, Mr. Varak. We will have the files.”

“Very well. Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you,” said Genesis with a nod of his head. Varak left quickly. Genesis got out of his chair and picked up his single page of paper with the coded words typewritten on it. Then he reached down and gathered up the six small notepad pages, all clearly marked with the Roman numeral 1. “The meeting is adjourned, gentlemen. As usual, will each of you be responsible for his own disposal? If any notes were made, dispose of them as well.”

One by one the men of Inver Brass approached the Franklin stove. The first member to reach it removed the cover with the tongs hung on the wall. He dropped the page of paper delicately into the well of burning coals. The others followed suit.

The last two men to perform the ritual were Genesis and Bravo. They stood away from the others. Genesis spoke quietly.

“Thank you for coming back.”

“You told me four years ago I couldn’t disappear,” replied Munro St. Claire. “You were right.”

“There’s more, I’m afraid,” Genesis said. “I’m not well. I have very little time.”

“Oh, Lord—?”

“Please. I’m the lucky one.”

“What? How?…”

“The doctors said two or three months. Ten weeks ago. I insisted on knowing, of course. They’re uncannily accurate; I can feel it. I assure you, there’s no other feeling like it. It’s an absolute, and there’s a certain comfort in that.”

“I’m sorry. More than I can say. Does Venice know?” St. Claire’s eyes strayed to the large black man talking softly in the corner with Banner and Paris.

“No. I wanted nothing to interfere—or influence—our decision tonight.” Genesis dropped the typewritten page into the yellow glow of the stove. Then he crumpled the six votes of Inver Brass into a ball and let it too drop into the flame.

“I don’t know what to say,” whispered St. Claire compassionately, watching Genesis’s strangely peaceful eyes.

“I do,” replied the dying man, smiling, “You’re back now. Your resources are beyond those of Venice. Or any other man here tonight. Say that you’ll see this through. In the event I’m removed from the premises, as it were.”

St. Claire looked at the page in his hand. At the name in the upper left-hand corner. “He tried to destroy you once. He nearly succeeded. I’ll see it through.”

“Not that way,” Genesis’s voice was firm and disapproving. “There must be no rancor, no vengeance. That’s not our way; it can never be our way.”

“There are times when differing objectives are compatible. Even moral objectives. I’m merely recognizing the fact. The man’s a menace.”

Munro St. Claire looked once more at the page in his hand. At the name in the upper left-hand corner.

John Edgar Hoover.

He crushed the page in his hand and let it drop into the fire.
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Peter Chancellor lay in the wet sand, the waves slapping gently over his body. He stared at the sky; the gray was receding, the blue emerging. Dawn had come to Malibu beach.

He pressed his elbows into the sand and sat up. His neck hurt, and within moments he would feel the pain in his temples. He had gotten drunk last night. And the night before, goddamn it.

His eyes strayed to his left leg below his undershorts. The thin scar that curved from his calf through his kneecap up into his lower thigh was a twisting white line surrounded by suntanned flesh. It was still sensitive to the touch, but the complicated surgery beneath had been successful. He could walk almost normally now, and the pain had been replaced by a numb stiffness.

His left shoulder was something else; the pain was never completely absent, just dulled at times. The doctors said he had torn most of the ligaments and crushed assorted tendons; it would take longer for them to heal.

Absently he raised his right hand and felt the slightly swollen rivulet of skin that extended from his hairline over his right ear and down to the base of his skull. His hair covered most of the scar now, the break in his forehead only noticeable at close range. During the past weeks more women had remarked about it than he cared to remember. The doctors told him that his head had been sliced as though by a razor blade through a soft melon; a quarter of an inch above or below would have killed him. There had been weeks when he devoutly wished it had. He knew the desire would pass. He did not want to die; he merely was not sure he wanted to live without Cathy.

Time would heal the injuries, inside and outside; he never doubted it. He just wished the process were faster. So the restless energy would return and the early hours of the day could be filled with work, not pounding temples and vague, uneasy concerns about the previous night’s behavior.

But even if he remained sober, the concerns would still be there. He was out of his element; the tribes of Beverly Hills and Malibu confused him. In his agent’s wisdom it was the positive thing for him to come to Los Angeles—Hollywood, why didn’t he just say it, think it? Hollywood—to coauthor the screenplay of Counterstrike! The fact that he did not know the first thing about screenwriting apparently did not matter. The redoubtable Joshua Harris, the only agent he had ever known, told him it was a minor deficiency that would be compensated for by major money.

The logic had escaped Peter. But then so had his coauthor. The two men had met three times for a total of about forty-five minutes, of which, again perhaps, ten had been devoted to Counterstrike! And, of course, nothing had been written down. Not in his presence, at any rate.

Yet here he was in Malibu, staying in a hundred-thousand-dollar beach house, driving a Jaguar, and charging to the studio tabs from Newport Beach to Santa Barbara.

One did not have to get drunk to feel hints of guilt in a situation like that. Certainly not Mrs. Chancellor’s little boy, who had been told early in life that you earn what you get just as surely as you are what you live.

On the other hand, living was what was uppermost in Joshua Harris’s mind when he negotiated the contract. Peter had not been living at the house in Pennsylvania; he had been barely existing.

In the three months after his release from the hospital, he had done almost nothing on the Nuremberg book.

Nothing. When would there be something? Anything?

His head hurt now. His eyes watered with the pain, and his stomach sent up alarms. Peter got to his feet and walked unsteadily into the surf. A swim might help.

He ducked beneath the surface, then sprang up and looked back toward the house. What the hell was he doing on the beach in the first place? He’d brought a girl home last night. He was sure of it. Almost.

He limped painfully over the sand to the steps of the beach house. He paused at the railing, breathing hard, and looked up at the sky. The sun had broken through, burning away the mist. It was going to be another hot, humid day. He turned and saw that two residents were walking their dogs about a quarter mile away at the water’s edge.

It would not do for him to be seen in wet undershorts on the beach. What remained of propriety ordered him back to the house.

Propriety and curiosity. And the vague feeling that something unpleasant had happened last night. He wondered what the girl would look like. Blond, he remembered, large-breasted. And how did they manage to drive from wherever it was in Beverly Hills to Malibu? The vague memory of the unpleasant incident was somehow related to the girl, but he could not remember how or why.

He gripped the railing and pulled himself up the steps to the redwood deck. Redwood and white stucco and heavy wooden beams—that was the beach house. It was an architect’s version of Malibu Tudor.

The glass doors on the far right were partially open. It was the bedroom entrance; on the table by the door was a half-empty bottle of Pernod. The deck chair nearest the bottle was overturned. A pair of strapless sandals lay toe to heel beside it, in contradictory neatness.

Things were coming back to him. He had made love to the girl with the dramatic breasts—inadequately, he recalled—and in disgust or self-defense had wandered out to the porch and sat by himself, drinking Pernod without the benefit of a glass.

Why had he done that? Where had the Pernod come from? What the hell difference did it make to him whether he performed acceptably or unacceptably with an accommodating body recruited from Beverly Hills? He could not remember, so he held onto the railing and walked toward the overturned chair and the open glass door.

There were dead flies floating in the Pernod; a live one hesitantly circled the rim of the bottle. Chancellor considered righting the fallen chair, but decided otherwise. His head was in pain; not just the temples, but the winding corridor of skin between his hairline and the base of his skull. The pain was undulating, as though guided by an unseen beam.

A warning signal. He had to move slowly.

He limped cautiously through the door. The room was a mess. Clothes were strewn about the furniture, ashtrays were overturned, their contents scattered about the floor; a glass was smashed in front of the bedside table; the telephone was ripped out of its jack.

The girl was in the bed, lying on her side, her breasts pressed together, stretching, swelling like two pointed spheres. Her blond hair fell over her face, which was buried in a pillow. The top sheet was draped across the lower half of her body; one leg protruded, displaying the sun-darkened flesh of her inner thigh. Looking at her, Peter could feel the provocative stirring in his groin. He inhaled deeply for a few moments, excited by the sight of the girl’s breasts, her exposed leg, her hidden face beneath the fallen blond hair.

He was still drunk. He knew that, because he realized he did not want to see the girl’s face. He merely wanted to make love to an object; he did not want to acknowledge the existence of a person.

He took a step toward the bed and stopped. Fragments of glass were in his path; they explained the sandals outside. At least he’d had the presence of mind to wear them. And the telephone. He remembered yelling into the telephone.

The woman rolled onto her back. Her face was pretty in that innocuous California way. Pert, suntanned, the features too small and coordinated for character. Her large breasts separated, the sheet fell away, revealing her pubic hair and the swell of her thighs. Peter moved to the foot of the bed and pulled down his wet undershorts. He could feel sand on the tips of his fingers. He placed his right knee on the bed, careful to keep his left leg straight, and lowered himself on the sheets.

The woman opened her eyes. When she spoke, it was with a soft, modulated voice filled with sleep.

“Come on up, honey. You feeling better?”

Chancellor crawled beside her. She moved her hand to his half-swollen erection, cupping it gently.

“Do I owe you an apology?” he asked.

“Hell, no. Maybe to yourself, not me. You banged like a ram, but I don’t think it did you any good. You just got mad and stormed out.”

“I’m sorry.” He reached for her left breast; the nipple was taut under the pressure of his fingers. The girl moaned and began pulling him in short swift movements. She was either a good performer or a highly developed sexual partner who needed very little priming.

“I still feel warm all over. You just didn’t stop. You just went on and on and nothing happened for you. But Jesus, it did for me!… Fuck me, lamb. Come on, fuck me,” she whispered.

Peter buried his face between her breasts. Her legs parted, inviting him into her. But the ache in his head increased; shafts of pain pulsed through his skull.

“I can’t. I can’t.” He could barely talk.

“Don’t you worry. Now, don’t you worry about a thing,” said the girl. She eased him back so his shoulders again touched the sheets. “You just hold on, honey. Hold on and let me do the work.”

The moments blurred. He could feel himself waning, then the swift movements of the girl’s two hands and the wet moisture of her lips, caressing, provoking. He was becoming alive again. There was need.

Goddamn it. He had to be good for something.

He pulled her head into his groin. She moaned and spread her legs; all was sweet wetness and soft flesh. He grabbed her under her arms, pulling her parallel to him. Her breath came in quick, loud, throated groans.

He could not stop now. He could not allow the pain to interfere. Goddamn it!

“Oh, Pete, you’re something. Oh, Christ, you’re the fucker of all time! Come on, lamb! Now! Now!”

The girl’s whole body began to writhe. Her whispers now bordered on shouts.

“Oh, Jesus! Jesus Christ! You’re driving me crazy, lover! You’re the best there ever was! There was never anyone like you!… Oh, my! Oh, my God!”

He exploded inside her, draining himself; his body limp, the ache in his temples receding. At least he was good for something. He had aroused her, made her want him.

And then he heard her voice, all professionalism.

“There, lamb. That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

He looked at her. Her expression was that of a well-applauded performer. Her eyes were plastic death.

“I owe you,” he said softly, coldly.

“No, you don’t.” She laughed. “I don’t take money from you. He pays me plenty.”

Chancellor remembered everything. The party, the argument, the drunken trip from Beverly Hills, his anger on the telephone.

Aaron Sheffield, motion-picture producer, owner of Counterstrike!

Sheffield had been at the party, his young wife in tow. In fact, it was Sheffield who had called him, asking him to come along. There was no reason not to accept, and there was a very good reason to do so: His elusive coauthor of the Counterstrike! screenplay was the host.

Not to worry. You wrote a winner, sweetheart.

But last night there was something to worry about. They wanted to tell him in pleasant surroundings. More than pleasant. Quite a bit more.

The studio had received several “very serious” calls from Washington about the filming of Counterstrike! It was pointed out that there was a major error in the book: The Central Intelligence Agency did not operate domestically. It did not involve itself in operations within the borders of the United States. The CIA’s 1947 charter had specifically prohibited this. Therefore, Aaron Sheffield had agreed to change that aspect of the script. Chancellor’s CIA would become an elite corps of disaffected former intelligence specialists acting outside government channels.

What the hell, Aaron Sheffield had said. It’s better dramatically. We got two types of villains, and Washington’s happy.

But Chancellor was furious. He knew what he was talking about. He had spoken with truly disaffected men who had worked for the agency and was appalled at what they had been called upon to do. Appalled because it was illegal and appalled because there were no alternatives. A maniac named J. Edgar Hoover had severed all intelligence conduits between the FBI and the CIA. The men of the CIA themselves would have to go after the domestic information withheld from them. Who were they going to complain to? Mitchell? Nixon?

Most of whatever power Counterstrike! had was in the specific use of the agency. To eliminate it was to vitiate a great part of the book. Peter had objected strenuously, and the more angry he became, the more, it seemed, he drank. And the more he drank, the more provocative had the girl beside him become.

Sheffield had driven them home. Peter and the girl were in the backseat, her skirt above her waist, her blouse unbuttoned, her enormous breasts exposed in racing shadows driving him wild. Drunken wild.

And they’d gone inside together while Sheffield drove off. The girl had brought two bottles of Pernod, a gift from Aaron, and the games began in earnest. Wild games, drunken, naked games.

Until the shooting pains in his skull stopped him, providing a few moments of clarity. He had lurched for the telephone, thumbed insanely through his notes on the bedside table for Sheffield’s number, and punched the buttons furiously.

He had roared at Sheffield, calling him every obscenity he could think of, screaming his objections—and his guilt—at having been manipulated. There’d be no changes in Counterstrike!

As he lay there on the bed, the blond girl beside him, Chancellor remembered Sheffield’s words over the phone.

“Easy, kid. What difference does it make to you? You don’t have script approval. We were just being polite. Get down from your sky-high perch. You’re just a lousy little homemaker-fucker like the rest of us.”

The blond girl beside Peter on the bed was Sheffield’s wife.

Chancellor turned to her. The vacuous eyes were brighter, but still dead. The mouth opened, and an experienced tongue slid sensuously out and then back and forth, conveying an unmistakable message.

The well-applauded performer was ready to perform again.

Who gave a shit? He reached for her.
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The man whose face was among the most recognized in the nation sat alone at table ten in the Mayflower Restaurant on Connecticut Avenue. The table was by a window, and the occupant kept glancing through the glass absently, but not without a certain vague hostility, at the passersby on the street.

He had arrived at precisely eleven thirty-five; he would finish his lunch and depart at twelve-forty. It had been an unbroken custom for over twenty years. The hour and five minutes was the custom, not the Mayflower. The Mayflower was a recent change, since the closing of Harvey’s, several blocks away.

The face, with its enormous jaws, drawn-out mouth, and partially thyroid eyes, had disintegrated. The jaws were sagging jowls; creased, blemished flesh overlapped the slits that had been eyes; the touched-up strands of hair attested to the ferocious ego that was intrinsic to the aggressively negative expression.

His usual companion was not in evidence. Declining health and two strokes prevented his elegantly dressed presence. The soft, pampered face—struggling for masculinity—had for decades been the flower to the bristled cactus. The man about to have lunch looked across the table as if he expected to see his attractive alter ego. That he saw no one seemed to trigger a periodic tremor in his fingers and a recurrent twitching of his mouth. He seemed enveloped in loneliness; his eyes darted about, alert to real and imagined ills surrounding him.

A favorite waiter was indisposed for the day; it was a personal affront. He let it be known.

Fruit salad with a dome of cottage cheese in the center was marked for table ten. It was processed from the open, stainless steel shelf in the kitchen to the service counter. The blond-haired second assistant chef, temporarily employed, marked off the various trays, appraising their appearance with a practiced eye. He stood over table ten’s fruit salad, a clipboard in his hand, his gaze directed at the trays in front of it.

Underneath the clipboard a pair of thin silver tongs were held horizontally. In the tongs’ teeth was a soft white capsule. The blond-haired man smiled at a harassed waiter coming through the dining-room door; at the same moment he plunged the silver tongs into the mound of cottage cheese beneath the clipboard, removed them, and moved on.

Seconds later he returned to the order for table ten, shook his head, and touched up the dome of cottage cheese with a fork.

Within the inserted capsule was a mild dose of lysergic acid diethylamide. The capsule would disintegrate and release the narcotic some seven to eight hours after the moment of ingestion.

The minor stress and the disorientation that resulted would be enough. There would be no traces in the bloodstream at the time of death.

The middle-aged woman sat in a windowless room. She listened to the voice coming out of the wall speakers, then repeated the words into the microphone of a tape machine. Her objective was to duplicate as closely as possible the now familiar voice from the speakers. Every sliding tone, every nuance, the idiosyncratic short pauses that followed the partially sibilant s’s.

The voice coming from the speakers was that of Helen Gandy, for years the personal secretary of John Edgar Hoover.

In the corner of the small studio stood two suitcases. Both were fully packed. In four hours the woman and the suitcases would be on a transatlantic flight bound for Zurich. It was the first leg of a trip that would eventually take her south to the Balearic Islands and a house on the sea in Majorca. But first there was Zurich, where the Staats-Banque would pay upon signature a negotiated sum into Barclays, which would in turn transfer the amount in two payments to an account at its branch in Palma. The first payment would be made immediately, the second in eighteen months.

Varak had hired her. He believed that for every job there was a correct, skilled applicant. The computerized data banks at the National Security Council had been programed in secret, by Varak alone, until they produced the applicant he sought.

She was a widow, a former radio actress. She and her husband had been caught in the crosscurrents of the Red Channels madness of 1954 and had never recovered. It was a madness sanctioned and aided by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Her husband, considered by many to have been a major talent, did not work for seven years. At the end of that time, his heart had burst in anguish. He had died in a subway station on his way to a clerical job at a downtown bank. By now the woman had been finished professionally for eighteen years; the pain and the rejection and the loneliness had robbed her of the ability to compete.

There was no competition now. She was not told why she was doing what she was doing. Only that her brief conversation had to result in a “yes” on the other end of the line.

The recipient of the call was a man the woman loathed with all her being. A basic accessory to the madness that had stolen her life.

It was shortly past nine in the evening, and the telephone truck was not an uncommon sight on Thirtieth Street Place in northwest Washington. The short street was a cul-de-sac, ending with the imposing gates of the Peruvian embassador’s residence, the national shield prominently displayed on the stone pillars. Two thirds of the way down the block, on the left, was the faded red brick house belonging to the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. One or both residences were continuously upgrading communications facilities.

And every once in a while unmarked vans patrolled the area, antennas protruding from their roofs. It was said that John Edgar Hoover ordered such patrols to check out any unwanted electronic surveillance that might have been planted there by inimical foreign governments.

Frequently complaints were registered with the State Department by the Peruvian ambassador. It was embarrassing; there wasn’t anything State could do about the situation. Hoover’s private life was an extension of his professional barony.

Peru wasn’t very important anyway.

The telephone truck drove down the street, made a U-turn, and retraced its route back to Thirtieth Street, where it turned right for fifty yards, then right again into a row of garages. At the end of the garage complex was a stone wall that bordered the rear grounds of 4936 Thirtieth Street Place, Hoover’s residence. Above and beyond the garages were other houses with windows overlooking the Hoover property. The man in the telephone truck knew that in one of those windows was an agent from the bureau, one of a team assigned to twenty-four-hour surveillance. The teams were secret and were rotated every week.

The driver of the truck was also aware that whoever was in one of those windows beyond the garage would place a routine call to a special number at the telephone company. The inquiry would be simple, asked above a strange hum on the line: What was the problem that brought a repair truck into the area at that hour?

The operator would check her call sheet and reply with the truth as it had been given to her.

There was a short in a junction box. Suspect: an inquisitive squirrel invading rotted insulation. The damage was responsible for the noticeable buzz on the line. Didn’t the caller hear it?

Yes, he heard it.

Varak had learned years ago, in his early days with the National Security Council, never to give too simple an answer to questions raised by area surveillance. It would not be accepted, anymore than an overly complicated one would be accepted. There was always a middle ground.

The high-frequency radio phone in the truck hummed: a signal. An inquiring call had been made to the telephone company by an alert FBI man. The driver stopped the small van, once more turned around, and drove thirty-five yards back to the telephone pole. His sightlines to the residence were clear. He parked and waited, blueprints spread on the front seat as if he were studying them.

Agents often took late-night walks in the vicinity. All contingencies had to be covered.

The telephone truck was now eighty yards northwest of 4936 Thirtieth Street Place. The driver left his seat, crawled back into the rear of the van, and switched on his equipment. He had precisely forty-six minutes to wait During that time he had to lock in on the flows of current being received in Hoover’s residence. The heavier loads defined the circuits of the alarm system; the lesser ones were lights and radios and television sets. Defining the alarm system was crucial, but no less important was the knowledge that current was being used in the lower right area. It meant that electrical units were switched on in the maid’s room. It was vital to know that. Annie Fields, Hoover’s personal housekeeper for as long as anyone could remember, was there for the night.

The limousine made a right turn off Pennsylvania Avenue into Tenth Street and slowed down in front of the far west entrance to the FBI. The limousine was identical to the one that daily brought the director to his offices—even to the slightly dented chrome bumper Hoover had left as it was, a reminder to the chauffeur, James Crawford, of the man’s carelessness. It was not, of course, the same car; that particular vehicle was guarded night and day. But no one, not even Crawford, could have told the difference.

The driver spoke the proper words into the dashboard microphone, and the huge steel doors of the entrance parted. The night guard saluted as the limousine passed through the concrete structure, with its three succeeding concrete doorways, into the small circular drive. A second Justice Department guard leaped out of the south entranceway, reached for the handle of the right rear door, and pulled it open.

Varak got out quickly and thanked the astonished guard. The driver and a third man—seated next to the driver—also stepped out and offered pleasant but subdued greetings.

“Where’s the director?” asked the guard. “This is Mr. Hoover’s private car.”

“We’re here on his instructions,” said Varak calmly. “He wants us taken directly to Internal Security. They’re to call him. IS has the number; it’s on a scrambler. I’m afraid it’s an emergency. Please hurry.”

The guard looked at the three well-dressed, well-spoken men. His concern diminished; these men knew the highly classified gate codes that changed every night; beyond that, they carried instructions to call the director himself. On the scrambler phone at the Internal Security desk. That telephone number was never used.

The guard nodded, led the men inside to the security desk in the corridor, and returned to his post outside. Behind the wide steel panel with the myriad wires and small television screens, sat a senior agent dressed not unlike the three men who approached him. Varak took a laminated identification card from his pocket and spoke.

“Agents Longworth, Krepps, and Salter,” he said, placing his ID on the couner. “You must be Parke.”

“That’s right,” replied the agent, taking Varak’s identification and reaching for the other two ID’s as they were handed to him. “Have we met, Longworth?”

“Not in ten or twelve years. Quantico.”

The agent looked briefly at the ID’s, returned them to the counter, and squinted in recollection. “Yeah, I remember the name. Al Longworth. Long time.” He extended his hand; Varak took it. “Where’ve you been?”

“La Jolla.”

“Christ, you’ve got a friend!”

“That’s why I’m here. These are my two best men in southern Cal. He called me last night.” Varak leaned ever so slightly over the counter. “I’ve got bad news, Parke. It’s not good at all,” he said, barely above a whisper. “We may be getting near ‘open territory.’ ”

The expression on the agent’s face changed abruptly; the shock was obvious.

Among the senior officers at the bureau the phrase open territory meant the unthinkable: The director was ill. Seriously, perhaps fatally, ill.

“Oh, my God …” muttered Parke.

“He wants you to call him on the scrambler.”

“Oh, Christ!” Under the circumstances it was obviously the last thing the agent wanted to do. “What does he want? What am I supposed to say, Longworth? Oh, Jesus!”

“He wants us taken up to Flags. Tell him we’re here; verify his instructions and clear one of my men for the relays.”

“The relays? What for?”

“Ask him.”

Parke stared at Varak for a moment, then reached for the telephone.

Fifteen blocks south, in the cellar of a telephone-company complex, a man sat on a stool in front of a panel of interlocking wires. On his jacket was a plastic card with his photograph and, in large letters beneath it, the word Inspector. In his right ear was a plug attached to an amplifier on the floor; next to the amplifier was a small cassette recorder. Wires spiraled up to other wires in the panel.

The tiny bulb on the amplifier lighted up. The scrambler phone at the FBI security desk was in use. The man’s eyes were riveted on a button in the cassette recorder; he listened with the ears of an experienced professional. Instantly he pushed the button; the tape rolled, and almost immediately he shut it off. He waited several moments and once again pushed the button, and once again the reels spun.

Fifteen blocks north Varak listened to Parke. The words had been lifted, edited, and refined from a number of tapes. As planned, the voice on the other end of the line would be louder than a normal voice; it would be the voice of a man wanting to not acknowledge illness, fighting to appear normal, and in so doing, speaking abnormally. It not only fit the subject psychiatrically, it had a further value. The volume lent authority, and the authority reduced the possibility that the deception would be spotted.

“Yes, what is it?” The gruff voice could be heard clearly.

“Mr. Hoover, this is senior agent Parke at Internal Security. Agents Longworth, Krepps, and—” Parke stopped, forgetting the name, his expression bewildered.

“Salter,” whispered Varak.

“Salter, sir. Longworth, Krepps, and Salter. They’ve arrived, and they said I was to call you to verify your instructions. They said they’re to be taken upstairs to your offices, and one is to be cleared for the relays—?”

“Those men,” came the harsh, unrhythmic interruption, “are there at my personal orders. Do as they say. They are to be given complete cooperation, and nothing is to be said to anyone. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s your name again?”

“Senior Agent Lester Parke, sir.”

There was a pause; Varak tensed his stomach muscles and held his breath. The pause was too long!

“I’ll remember that,” came the words finally. “Good night, Parke.” A concluding click was heard on the line.

Varak breathed again. Even the use of the name worked; it had been lifted from a conversation the subject had had during which he had complained about the crime rate in Rock Creek Park.

“He sounds awful, doesn’t he?” Parke replaced the telephone and reached underneath the counter for three night passes.

“He’s a very courageous man,” said Varak. “He asked for your name?”

“Yeah,” replied the agent, inserting the passes into the automatic timer.

“If the worst happens, you might find yourself with a bonus,” added Varak, turning his head away from his two companions.

“What?” Parke looked up.

“A personal bequest. Nothing official.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re not supposed to. But you heard the man; I heard him, too. Keep your own counsel, as the book says. You’ll answer to me if you don’t.… The director’s the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Parke stared at Varak. “La Jolla,” he said.

“La Jolla,” answered Varak.

A great deal more was conveyed than the name of a California seacoast town. Stories had circulated for years—the grand designs of a retired monarch, a mansion overlooking the Pacific, a clandestine government housing the secrets of a nation.

The sad-faced middle-aged woman watched the second hand of the clock on the wall in the small studio. Fifty-five seconds to go. The telephone was on the table, in front of the tape machine she had used to rehearse the words. Over and over again, a full week of rehearsals aimed for a single performance that would last no more than a minute.

Rehearsal. Peformance.

Terms of a nearly forgotten lexicon.

She was no fool. The strange, blond-haired man who had hired her had explained very little, but enough to let her know that what she was about to do was a good thing. Desired by far better men than the man she would talk to on the telephone in … forty seconds.

The woman reminisced as she watched the hand on the clock move slowly toward the mark. They had once said her husband was a fine talent; that’s what everyone had said. He was on his way to becoming a star, a real star, not a photogenic accident. Everyone had said so.

And then other people came along and said he was on a list. A very important list that meant he was not a good citizen. And those on the list were given a label.

Subversive.

And the label was given legitimacy. Tight-lipped young men in dark suits began to show up in studios and producers’ offices.

Federal Bureau of Investigation.

Then they went behind closed doors and held private conversations.

Subversive. It was a word associated with the man she was about to speak to.

She reached for the telephone.

“This is for you, my darling,” she whispered. She was primed; the adrenalin was flowing as it used to flow. Then a calm swept over her. She was confident, a professional again. It would be the performance of her life.

John Edgar Hoover lay in bed, trying to focus on the television set across the room. He kept changing channels on the remote control; none of the pictures was clear. He was further aggravated by a strange hollowness in his throat. He’d never experienced the feeling before; it was as though a hole had been drilled in his neck, allowing too much air into his upper chest. But there was no pain, just an uncomfortable sensation that was somehow related to the distortion in the sound now coming from the television set.

In and out. Louder, then softer.

And oddly enough, he felt hungry. He had never been hungry at that hour; he had trained himself not to be.

It was all very annoying, the annoyance heightened by the dull ring of his private telephone. No more than ten people in Washington had the number; he was not feeling up to a crisis. He reached for the phone and spoke angrily.

“Yes? What is it?”

“Mr. Hoover. I’m sorry to disturb you, but it’s urgent.”

“Miss Gandy?” What was wrong with his hearing? Gandy’s voice seemed to float, in and out, louder, then softer. “What’s the matter, Miss Gandy?”

“The President phoned from Camp David. He’s en route to the White House and would like you to see Mr. Haldeman tonight.”

“Tonight? Why?”

“He told me to tell you it was a matter of the utmost importance, related to information the CIA has gathered during the past forty-eight hours.”

John Edgar Hoover could not help the scowl that crossed his face. The Central Intelligence Agency was an abomination, a band of sycophants led by the liberal orthodoxy. It was not to be trusted.

Neither was the present occupant of the White House, but if he had data that rightfully belonged to the bureau and it was sufficiently vital to send out a man—that man—in the middle of the night to deliver it, there was no point in refusing.

Hoover wished the hollowness in his throat would go away. It was most irritating. And something else bothered him.

“Miss Gandy, the President has this number. Why didn’t he call himself?”

“He understood you were having dinner out He knows you dislike being disturbed in a restaurant. I was to coordinate the meeting.”

Hoover squinted through his glasses at the bedside clock. It was not the middle of the night; it was barely ten fifteen. He should have realized that. He had left Tolson’s at eight, claiming a sudden weariness. The President’s intelligence was not very accurate, either. He was not at a restaurant, he had been with Clyde.

He was so tired he had gone to bed much earlier than usual. “I’ll see Haldeman. Out here.”

“I assumed that, sir. The President suggested that you might wish to dictate several memorandums, instructions to a number of field offices. I volunteered to drive out with Mr. Haldeman. The White House car is picking me up.”

“That’s very thoughtful, Miss Gandy. They must have something interesting.”

“The President wants no one to know that Mr. Haldeman is coming to see you. He said it would be terribly embarrassing.”

“Use the side entrance, Miss Gandy. You have a key. The alarms will be shut off. I’ll notify surveillance.”

“Very well, Mr. Hoover.”

The middle-aged woman replaced the phone in front of the tape machine and sat back in the chair.

She had done it! She had really done it! She’d fallen into the rhythm, every tonal nuance, the imperceptible pauses, the slightly nasal inflections. Perfect!

The remarkable thing was that there had never been an instant of hesitation. It was as if the terrors of twenty years had been erased in a matter of moments.

She had one more call to make. Here she could use any voice she liked, the blander the better. She dialed.

“The White House,” said the voice on the line.

“FBI, honey,” said the middle-aged actress in a faintly southern accent. “This is just information for the logs, nothing urgent. At nine o’clock this evening the director received Mr. Haldeman’s message. This is to confirm the receipt, that’s all.”

“Okay, it’s confirmed. I’ll list it. Muggy day, isn’t it?”

“It’s a beautiful night, though,” replied the actress. “The most beautiful night ever.”

“Someone’s got a heavy date.”

“I’ve got something better than that. Much better. Good night, White House.”

“Good night, Bureau.”

The woman got up from the chair and reached for her pocketbook. “We did it, my darling,” she whispered. Her last performance had been her finest. She was revenged. She was free.

The driver in the telephone van studied the graph of the electrical field scope closely. There were breaks in the heavier circuits in the lower left and left central areas. It meant that the alarm devices had been shut down in those sections: the driveway entrance, the door in the stone wall, and the path beyond it that led to the rear of the house.

Everything was on schedule. The driver looked at his watch; it was nearly time to climb the telephone pole. He checked the rest of his equipment. When he threw a switch, the electrical current throughout Hoover’s residence would be interrupted. Lights, television sets, and radios would fade and return in a quick series of disturbances. The disruptions would last for twenty seconds, no more. The length of time was sufficient, the momentary distraction enough.

But before that switch was thrown, there was a prior job to be done. If a custom unchanged for years was repeated tonight, an obstacle would be removed efficiently. He looked at his watch again.

Now.

He opened the rear doors of the van and jumped to the pavement He crossed rapidly to the pole, unhooked one end of the long safety belt, and whipped it around the wood, snapping the hook into his waist clamp. He lifted his boots one at a time and kicked the spikes into place.

He looked around. There was no one. He slapped the safety belt above him on the pole and began to climb. In less than thirty seconds he was near the top.

The spill of the streetlight was too bright, too dangerous. It hung suspended from a short metal brace just above him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an air pistol loaded with lead pellets. He scanned the ground, the alley, the windows above the row of garages. He angled the air gun up at the lighted glass sphere and pulled the trigger.

There was a spit, instantly followed by the quiet static of exploding electric filaments. The light went out.

He waited silently; there was no sound. In the darkness he opened the flap of the equipment case and slid out a metal cylinder eighteen inches long. It was the barrel of an odd-looking rifle. From another compartment he withdrew a heavy steel rod and attached it to the cylinder; at the end was a curved brace. From a third pocket in the leather tool-case the driver extracted a twelve-inch infrared telescope that had been precision-tooled for the top of the cylinder; it was self-locking and once locked, accurate. Finally, the man reached into his jacket and pulled out the trigger-housing unit. He snapped it into the opening on the underside of the barrel and tested the silent bolt action; all was ready, only the ammunition remained.

Cradling the odd rifle in his left arm, he slid his right hand into his pocket and took out a steel dart, the flared end dipped in luminous paint. He inserted it into the chamber and slid the bolt back into place. The hammer was cocked, the rifle ready to fire.

His watch read ten forty-four; if the longstanding habit was going to be observed this night, he’d know it shortly. Suspended thirty-five feet above the ground, the man rebraced himself and tightened the safety strap until his body was pressed against the pole. He raised the rifle and jammed the curved brace into his shoulder.

He looked through the luminous green circle that was the sight and moved it carefully until he had the rear door of the director’s house clearly in view. In spite of the darkness, the picture was clear; the cross hairs of zero aim were focused directly on the steps of the entrance.

He waited. Minutes passed slowly. He stole a glance at the dial of his watch; it was ten fifty-three. He could not wait much longer; he had to return to the van to throw the switch.

Of all nights! Routine was not going to be observed!

Then he saw the porch light! The door opened; the driver felt a wave of relief.

Through his infrared scope the huge animal came into focus. It was Hoover’s enormous bull mastiff, rumored to be among the most vicious of dogs. It was said the director enjoyed the comparisons between the faces of master and animal.

The custom of years was being carried out. Every evening between ten forty-five and eleven Hoover or Annie Fields let the dog out to wander in the enclosed grounds of the residence, its waste picked up in the morning.

The door closed, the porch light remained on. The man on the pole moved his weapon with his quarry. The cross hairs were now on the animal’s enormous throat.

The driver squeezed the trigger; there was a slight metallic click. Through the sight he could see the mastiff’s eyes widen in shock; the huge jaws sprang open, but no sound came.

The animal fell to the ground, narcotized.

A nondescript gray automobile coasted to a stop a hundred feet past the driveway of 4936 Thirtieth Street Place. A tall man in a dark suit got out of the passenger door and looked up and down the block. Near the grounds of the Peruvian embassador’s residence a woman walked a dalmatian. In the other direction, perhaps two hundred yards away, a couple were strolling up a path toward a lighted doorway.

Otherwise there was nothing.

The man looked at his watch and felt the small bulge in his coat pocket.

He had exactly half a minute, thirty seconds, and after that he would have precisely twenty seconds. He nodded to the driver and walked rapidly back toward the driveway, the crepe soles of his shoes noiseless on the pavement. He swung into the shadowed drive without breaking his stride, approached the door in the wall, and removed a small air pistol from his belt, shifting it to his left hand. The dart was in place; he hoped he would not have to use it.

He looked again at his watch. Eleven seconds; he would allow an additional three for safety. He checked the position of the key in his right hand.

Now.

He inserted the key, turned the lock, opened the door, and entered the grounds, leaving the door open six inches. The huge dog was on the grass, its jaws slack, its enormous head pressed against the earth. The driver of the telephone van had done his job efficiently. He would remove the dart on his way out; there would be no trace of the narcotic in the morning. He returned the dart gun to his pocket.

He walked rapidly to the door on the first floor, his mind ticking off the seconds. He could see the intermittent dimming of lights throughout the house. By his estimate nine seconds remained as he inserted the second key.

The lock would not turn! The tumblers jammed. He manipulated the key furiously.

Four seconds, three …

His fingers—his surgeon’s fingers encased in surgical gloves—delicately, swiftly maneuvered the jagged metal within the jagged orifice as if it were a scapel in flesh.

Two seconds, one …

It opened!

The tall man stepped inside, leaving this door, too, ajar.

He stood in the hallway and listened. The lights were steady again. There was the sound of a television set from the housekeeper’s room at the other side of the house. Upstairs the sounds were fainter but discernible; it was the eleven o’clock news. The doctor wondered briefly what tomorrow’s eleven o’clock news would be like. He wished he could be in Washington to hear it.

He crossed to the staircase and began to climb. At the top he stood in front of the door to the right of the staircase, in the center of the landing. The door that led to the man he had waited over two decades to see.

Waited in hatred. Deep hatred, never to be forgotten.

He turned the knob cautiously and opened the door. The director had dozed off, his enormous head angled down, the jowls falling over his thick neck. In his fat, feminine hands were the spectacles his vanity rarely allowed him to use to public.

The doctor went to the television set and turned it up so that the sound filled the room. He crossed back to the foot of the bed and stared down at the object of his loathing.

The director’s head snapped down, then abruptly up. His face was contorted.

“What?”

“Put on your glasses,” said the doctor above the noise of the television set.

“What’s this? Miss Gandy?… Who are you? You’re not—?” Shaking, Hoover put on his glasses.

“Look closely. It’s been twenty-two years.”

The bulging eyes within the folds of flesh beyond the lenses focused. The sight they saw caused their possessor to gasp. “You! How—?”

“Twenty-two years,” continued the doctor mechanically but loud enough to be heard above the sound of sirens and music from the television set. He reached into his pocket and took out a hypodermic needle. “I have a different name now. I practice in Paris, where my patients have heard the stories but don’t concern themselves. Le médecin américain is considered one of the finest in the hospital—?”

Suddenly the director swung his arm out toward the night table. The doctor lunged forward at the side of the bed, pinning the soft wrist against the mattress. Hoover began to scream; the doctor jammed his elbow into the jowls, cutting off all sound. He raised the naked, trembling arm.

With his teeth the doctor took off the rubber tip of the needle. He plunged the hypodermic into the rubbery flesh of the exposed armpit.

“This is for my wife and my son. Everything you stole from me.”

The driver of the gray automobile turned in his seat, his eyes directed at the second-story windows of the house. The lights were extinguished for five seconds, then turned on again.

The unknown doctor had done his work; the release in the headboard had been found and activated. There were no seconds to be lost. The driver removed the microphone from the radio unit, pressed the button, and spoke.

“Phase One completed,” he said tersely in a pronounced British accent.

The office stretched for nearly forty feet. The large mahogany desk at one end was slightly elevated, facing low, overstuffed leather chairs, forcing visitors to raise their eyes to its occupant. Beyond the desk, obscuring the wall beyond, was a row of flags, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s banner sharing the center position with the nation’s.

Varak stood motionless in front of the desk, his eyes on the two telephones. One instrument had its receiver out of the cradle, the open line connected to a phone in the cellar of the building, to a man in the relay room where all alarms were controlled. The other phone was intact; it was an outside line that bypassed the bureau’s switchboard. There was no number printed on the circular tab in the middle of the dial.

The center drawer of the desk was open. Beside it stood a second man, the spill of the desk lamp illuminating his right hand, which was angled, palm up, in the open space of the drawer. His fingers touched a small toggle switch recessed in the roof of the desk.

The telephone began to ring. Varak picked it up at the first hint of sound. He said one word quietly.

“Flags.”

“Phase One completed,” was the relayed reply over the line.

Varak nodded. The man in front of him snapped the unseen switch in his fingers.

Four stories below, in a concrete room, a third man watched a panel of dark squares built into the wall. He heard the whistle from the open telephone that lay within arm’s reach on the steel table beside him.

Suddenly a bell shattered the stillness of the enclosure. A red light in the center of the panel shone brightly.

The man pushed the square beneath the bright red light.

Silence.

A uniformed guard burst through the corridor door, his eyes wild.

“We’re testing,” said the man in front of the panel, calmly replacing the telephone. “I told you that.”

“Christ!” exploded the guard, inhaling deeply. “You nightcrawlers will give me a heart attack.”

“Don’t let us do that,” said the man, smiling.

Varak watched Salter open the door of the closet beyond the flags and switch on the light inside. Both telephones were back in their cradles; there would be one more call. From Varak to Bravo.

Not Genesis. Genesis was dead.

The man was Bravo now. He would be told the job was done.

Several feet in front of the row of flags were two webbed metal baskets on wheels. They were a familiar sight in the bureau’s hallways, through which scores like them moved mountains of paper from one office to another. In a few minutes they would be filled with hundreds, perhaps several thousand, dossiers and taken downstairs past a senior agent named Parke to a waiting limousine. The files of John Edgar Hoover would be consigned to a blast furnace.

And a growing Fourth Reich would be crippled.

“Varak! Quick!”

The shout came from the closet beyond the flags. Varak raced inside.

The steel vault was open, the locks on the cabinets sprung. The four drawers were pulled out.

The two drawers on the left were thick with papers, bulging. Files A through L were intact.

The two drawers on the right were empty. The metal dividers fell against each other, holding nothing.

Files M through Z were missing. One half of Hoover’s cabinets of filth was gone.
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Chancellor lay in the hot sun and read the Los Angeles Times. The headlines seemed almost unreal, as if the event were not really possible, rooted somehow in fantasy.

The man at last was dead. J. Edgar Hoover had died insignificantly in his bed, the way millions of old men die. Without drama, without consequence. Just the failure of the heart to keep pace with the years. But with that death a relief swept over the country; it was apparent even in the newspaper copy reporting the death.

The statements issued by Congress and the administration were, as could be expected, sanctimonious and dripping with obsequious praise, but even in these well-chosen words the tears of the crocodiles could be clearly seen. The relief was everywhere.

Chancellor folded the paper and shoved it into the sand to anchor it. He did not want to read any more.

Far more to the point, he did not want to write, either. Oh, Christ! When would he want to? Would he ever want to? If there were such a thing as a Sybaritic vegetable, he would be it.

What made it ironic was that he was getting rich. Joshua Harris had called from New York a half hour ago to report that another payment had been made by the studio on schedule.

Peter was making a great deal of money for doing absolutely nothing. Since the episode with Sheffield’s wife he had not bothered to go to the studio or call anyone concerned with Counterstrike!

Not to worry. You wrote a winner, sweetheart.

So be it.

He raised his wrist and looked at his watch. It was almost eight thirty; the morning at Malibu had come quickly. The air was moist, the sun too bright, the sand already too hot. Slowly he got to his feet. He’d go inside and sit in an air-conditioned room and have a drink.

Why not? What was the old phrase? I never drink before five in the afternoon. Thank God, it’s five o’clock somewhere!

Was it past five—in the morning—back East? No, he always got that mixed up; it was the other way around. Back East it was barely eleven thirty.

The sky was overcast, the air heavy and oppressive. A steady, humid drizzle threatened to become a downpour. The crowds in the Capitol Plaza were quiet; muted chants of war resisters behind barricades intruded on the hum of the throngs, threatening, as the drizzle threatened, to grow louder as the rain grew louder.

Here and there an umbrella snapped; ribbed circles of black cloth sprung open, stretching over passive faces. Eyes were dull, resentful; expressions lifeless. The day was angry. There was an undercurrent of fear, the final legacy, perhaps, of the man whose body was being transported in the enormous hearse that was twenty-five minutes late arriving. Suddenly it was there, efficiently swinging off the tree-lined drive onto the concrete grounds of the plaza.

Stefan Varak noted that the crowds seemed to move back, although none had been in the hearse’s path. Further proof of the legacy, he thought.

Ranks of servicemen stood at attention at either side of the rotunda steps; uniforms were darkened with rain, eyes stared straight ahead. It was eleven twenty-five. The body of John Edgar Hoover was to lie in state throughout the day and night. It was an honor accorded to no civil servant before in the nation’s history.

Or was it a desire on the nation’s part to prove to itself and to the world that he was really dead—this man who had sprung giantlike out of the morass of corruption that had been the original Bureau of Investigation to fashion an efficient, extraordinary organization, only to disintegrate with the passing years, still believing in his own infallibility. If he had only stopped before the fever gripped him, thought Varak.

Eight servicemen had solemnly broken away from the ranks and were at the rear door of the hearse, four on either side. The heavy panel swung back; the flag-wrapped coffin slid out, dipping slightly as fingers gripped protruding steel handles and pulled it free of the vehicle. In a tortuously slow march the soldiers moved toward the steps through the thickening drizzle.

They began the agonizing climb up the thirty-five steps to the entrance of the rotunda. Lifeless eyes were focused forward, at nothing; faces were drenched with sweat and rain; veins close to bursting could be seen below the cuffs of the uniforms; collars were black from the rivulets of perspiration that rolled down straining necks.

The crowds seemed to suspend their collective breathing until the casket reached the top of the steps. The soldiers paused at attention; then they started again and carried their burden through the great bronze doors of the rotunda.

Varak turned to the cameraman at his side. Both stood on a small, raised platform. The metal initials below the thick lens of the camera were those of a television station in Seattle, Washington. The station was part of a West Coast pool; it had no personnel in the Capitol Plaza that morning.

“Are you getting everything?” asked Varak in French.

“Every group, every row, every face the zoom can reach,” replied the Frenchman.

“Will the dim light—the rain—be a problem?”

“Not with this film. Nothing faster.”

“Good. I’m going upstairs.”

Varak, his NSC photo-identification prominent on his lapel, threaded his way through the crowds to an entrance and walked past the guards to the security desk. He spoke to the uniformed man on duty.

“Is the staircase from Documents sealed off yet?”

“I don’t know, sir.” The guard’s eyes riveted on the page of instructions in front of him. “There’s nothing here about closing it.”

“Goddamn it, there should be,” said Varak. “Make a note of it, please.”

Varak walked away. There was no vital reason for that particular staircase to be closed, but by so ordering it, Varak had established his authority with the guard. If their communications equipment broke down, he would need access to a telephone, without seconds wasted for identification purposes. Those precious moments would not be lost now; the guard would remember.

He climbed the staircase, two steps at a time, and stood behind the crowd filling the House entrance to the rotunda. A perspiring congressman was trying to make his way through; he was drunk and twice stumbled. A younger man, obviously an aide, reached him, grabbed his left elbow and pulled him back out of the crowd. The congressman pivoted unsteadily and his shoulders slammed into the wall.

As Varak looked at the bewildered, sweating face, he remembered that the congressman had publicly accused the FBI of tapping his phone; he had embarrassed the director. Then abruptly the accusations had stopped. Suddenly, the evidence that had been promised did not materialize; the man had no more to say.

His is one of the missing files, Varak guessed as he walked down the corridor to a door. He nodded to the guard, who scrutinized the NSC identification and opened the door for him. Inside were the twisting, narrow steps that led to the dome of the rotunda.

Three minutes later Varak knelt beside a second cameraman 160 feet above the rotunda floor. They were on the upper walkway, closed for years to tourists. The quiet hum of the camera was barely heard; it was packed with triple insulation, the telescopic lens screwed in and locked with reinforced clamps. There was no way that camera or the man operating it could be seen from the floor. Several feet away were three cartons of film.

Below, in the rotunda, the bearers had placed the coffin on the catafalque. Beyond the ropes, crowded in with little dignity, were the leaders of the nation competing for solemn recognition. The honor guard took up its positions, each branch of the military represented. From somewhere far away in the great hall a telephone rang twice. Instinctively Varak reached into his pocket and pulled out the small radio unit that was his link to others. He held it to his ear, flipped on the switch, and listened. There was nothing and he breathed again.

A voice floated up; Edward Elson, the Senate chaplain and minister of the Presbyterian Church, delivered the opening prayer. He was followed by Warren Burger, who began his eulogy. Varak heard the words; the muscles of his jaw tensed.

“… a man of quiet courage, who would not sacrifice principle to public clamor … who served his country and earned the admiration of all who believed in ordered liberty.”

Whose principles? What is ordered liberty? mused Varak as he watched the scene far below. There was no time for such thoughts. He whispered to the cameraman; the language he spoke was Czech. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes, if I don’t get cramps.”

“Stretch out every now and then, but don’t get up. I’ll relieve you for thirty minutes every four hours. Use the room off the second walkway; I’ll bring food.”

“Through the night as well?”

“It’s what you’re being paid for. I want every face that walks through those bronze doors. Every goddamned face.”

Beyond the echoing, bass-toned words that filled the dome he could hear another sound. Far in the distance, outside, behind barricades In the rain across the plaza, the war resisters had begun their own particular chant for the dead. Not for the body in the rotunda, but for thousands halfway across the world. A liturgical drama was being played out in bitter ecclesiastical irony.

“Every face,” repeated Varak.

The spray of the fountain cascaded down into the waters of the circular pool in the gardens in front of the Presbyterian Church. Beyond the fountain the white marble tower rose in constricted splendor. To the right was the double-laned drive that passed under a stone portico, with doors on the left that led into the church. The effect was one of tollbooths, not a protected entrance into the house of God.

Varak had his cameras positioned, the two exhausted operators filled with coffee and Benzedrine. In a few hours it would all be over. Both would be far richer than they had been a few days ago; both would be flying home. One to Prague, one to Marseilles.

The limousines started arriving at nine forty-five; the funeral service was scheduled for eleven. The Czech was outside. The Frenchman was the one now cramped; he was on his knees—not in supplication—in a raised doorway to the far left of the altar. He and his camera were concealed by heavy drapes; the official-looking identification pinned to his breast pocket was stamped with the seal of the Department of Archives.

No one questioned it; no one knew what it meant.

The mourners left their cars and filed inside; the cameras were rolling. The somber tones of the organ filled the church. An army chorus of twenty-five men in gold-ribbed black tunics marched like sleepwalkers into the chancel.

The service began. Unending words, delivered by those who loved and those who hated. Prayer and psalm, selection and recital. Somehow cold, too controlled, thought Varak. Not that he cared; the cameras were roiling.

And then he heard the familiar, sanctimonious voice of the President of the United States, its peculiar cadence fashioned to the occasion. A breathless, hollow echo.

“The trend of permissiveness, a trend which has dangerously eroded our national heritage as law-abiding people, is now being reversed. American people today are tired of a disrespect for law. America wants to come back to the law as a way of life.…”

Varak turned and walked out of the church.

There were better things to do. He crossed over the manicured lawn, past a row of spring flowers to a flagstone path that led to the fountain. He sat on the ledge, feeling the spray on his face. He pulled a road map from his pocket and studied it.

Their last stop was the Congressional Cemetery. They would arrive before the cortege and set up their cameras out of sight. They would photograph the final moments when the body of J. Edgar Hoover was consigned to the ground, his remains interred beneath the earth.

But not his presence. His presence would be felt for as long as the files were missing.

Files M through Z. Estimated number: 3,000. Three thousands dossiers that could shape the government, alter the laws and attitudes of the country.

Who had them? Who was it?

Whoever it was was recorded on film. It had to be so; there was no other conclusion. No stranger to Washington could have broken through the complex security and stolen them.

Somewhere in the tens of thousands of feet they had taken was a face. And a name that went with the face. He would find that face and that name, thought Varak angrily. He had to.

To fail was unthinkable.
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The film rolled through the machine, projecting images on the wall. Magnified faces appeared one after another. Varak rubbed his eyes in weariness; he’d seen the film perhaps fifty times in the past three months.

M through Z. Fourteen letters. More than likely it was a face with a name that began with one of those letters. The man who had stolen the files would not have overlooked the possibility that his dossier was among them. But which man? The mathematical possibilities seemed infinite, compounded by the realization that code names were not ruled out. A man with a name that began with a K or a G—a Kleindienst or a Grey—could be known to the bureau as “Nelson” or “Stark.” In point of fact, “Nelson” and “Stark” were Kleindienst and Grey.

The cellar of the Georgetown house had been converted into a studio with an adjacent office and sitting room. The films, the photographs, the cartons of paper—personnel and medical records, government dossiers, interviews, telephone and credit-card charges—it was all overwhelming. And there could be no staff to sort out and correlate. Only one man could have access to the materials. Anymore than one squared, then cubed, the possibilities of discovery.

It could not have begun with a stranger! In the beginning there had to be a friend, a close friend, an associate. It did not make sense otherwise; there were too many barriers for a stranger to surmount. No stranger could trigger the releases; no stranger could throw unseen switches and abort alarms in restricted rooms guarded day and night.

But which friends? Which associates? Thirteen weeks of going through an accumulation of voluminous records, dossiers, motion-picture film and photographs led him nowhere. Every unusual face, M through Z, every abnormal scrap of information in a dossier or an interview or a credit check had been cause for an exhaustive examination of the subject. And all had led nowhere.

Varak walked into the small, windowless office. It seemed that he never saw the sun anymore, or smelled fresh air. He looked over at the corkboard on the wall; the desk lamp was angled up at a photographic enlargement of Hoover’s Last Will and Testament.

The sum total of the estate was written in the upper right-hand corner in the wide strokes of a felt-tipped marker. It was $551,500.

Included were the real estate on Thirtieth Street Place, bank accounts, stocks, bonds, and Civil Service benefits in the amount of $326,500. A family home in Georgetown had an estimated value of $100,000, and there was $125,000 worth of oil, gas, and mineral leases in Texas and Louisiana. Total: $551,500.

The chief beneficiary was his friend of nearly fifty years and second in command at the bureau, Clyde Tolson. Nearly everything was left to him; upon his death the estate was to be divided between the boys’ clubs and the Damon Runyon Fund. A blank wall.

Minor bequests of $2,000, $3,000, and $5,000 were assigned respectively to his chauffeur, James Crawford; his housekeeper, Annie Fields; and the redoubtable Helen Gandy, his secretary. Three people who had spent their lives in his service were dismissed with penny candy. It said something unattractive, but still it was another blank wall.

And there were those who were not mentioned at all, eight survivors of the “close-knit” Hoover family. Four nieces and four nephews, including one nephew who had spent ten years in the bureau. Most had come to the grave-site.

None was mentioned in Hoover’s will. Another blank wall behind which might be a room filled with rage and condemnation, but certainly it held no files.

So much for the Last Will and Testament of John Edgar Hoover, giant and myth. So much for everything else!

Damn!

Varak moved to the sitting room. Sitting room, bedroom, dining room, cell. Actually, Bravo had provided him with more than he needed. Bravo had also given him specific instructions in the event the diplomat died. Inver Brass was to be protected at all costs.

Strange, he never thought of Bravo as Munro St. Claire. He never thought of any of them by their rightful names. Bravo was simply Bravo.

His telephone rang; the outside line.

“Mr. Varak?” It was Bravo.

“Yes, sir?”

“I’m afraid it’s begun. I’m in town. Stay where you are. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

St. Claire settled back in the leather armchair and took several deep breaths. It was his way of approaching a crisis: in calm.

“Within the past twenty-four hours there have been two astonishing resignations,” he said. “Lieutenant General Bruce MacAndrew at the Pentagon, and Paul Bromley at GSA. Do you know either of them?”

“Yes. MacAndrew. I don’t know Bromley.”

“What’s your opinion of the general?”

“I’m high on him. He expresses opinions often at odds with a lot of people over there.”

“Exactly. He’s a moderating influence and yet very respected. But suddenly, just when he’s at the top of his career, he chucks it all away.”

“What makes you think his resignation has anything to do with the files?”

“Because Bromley’s did. I’ve just come from seeing him. Paul Bromley’s a sixty-five-year-old bureaucrat with the General Services Administration. He takes his job seriously.”

“I do know him,” interrupted Varak. “Or at least of him. A year or so ago he testified before a Senate hearing on cost overruns. He criticized the C-forty payments.”

“For which he was soundly rebuked. He was reduced to auditing congressional cafeterias, or some such equally vital statistic. But the powers at GSA made a mistake a month ago. They filed an unsatisfactory-service report that precluded a grade raise. Bromley sued them. He based the suit on his C-forty testimony.… That’s finished now. His resignation’s effective immediately.”

“Did he tell you why?”

“Yes. He received a telephone call.” Bravo paused. He closed his eyes. “Bromley has a daughter. She’s in her early thirties, married, lives outside Milwaukee. It’s her second marriage, and apparently it’s a good one. Her first was something else. She was still in her teens, her husband barely twenty. They were both into drugs, living in the streets. She sold herself to pay for narcotics. Bromley didn’t see his daughter for nearly three years. Until a man came to his house one day and said she’d been arrested for the murder of her husband.”

Varak did not have to be told the rest. A plea of temporary insanity had been entered by the girl’s attorneys. It was followed by several years of rehabilitation and psychiatric care. There was a felony record, complete with the ugly details. Bromley’s wife took their daughter to her parents’ home in Wisconsin. Some sort of normality returned. The girl got her head back, met and married an engineer who worked for a concern in the Midwest, and started having babies.

Now, ten years later, a telephone call meant the past could surface. Loudly, publicly. It would not only destroy the daughter but stigmatize a family. Unless Paul Bromley dropped his lawsuit and resigned from the General Services Administration.

Varak leaned forward in the couch. “Does the current husband know?”

“In substance, yes; perhaps not every detail. Of course, he’s not the only issue. They’d have to move, start over again. But it would be futile. They’d be found.”

“Naturally,” agreed Varak. “Did Bromley describe the voice on the telephone?”

“Yes. It was a whisper—?”

“For effect,” interjected Varak quietly. “It never fails.”

“Or for disguise. He couldn’t tell whether it was a man’s voice or a woman’s.”

“I see. Was there anything unusual in the speech pattern?”

“No. Bromley looked for that. He’s an accountant; the unusual attracts him. He said the oddest thing was the mechanical quality.”

“Could the voice have been recorded? A tape?”

“No. It responded to his statements. They could not have been anticipated.”

Varak sat back. “Why did he come to you?”

Bravo paused. When he spoke, there was a sadness in his voice, as if for some abstract reason he were holding himself responsible. “After Bromley’s C-forty testimony, I wanted to meet him. This middle-level bureaucrat who was willing to take on the Pentagon. I asked him to dinner.”

“Here?”

“No, of course not. We met at a country inn in Maryland.” Bravo stopped.

“You still haven’t told me why he got in touch with you.”

“Because I told him to. I never thought for a minute he’d get away with interfering with the Pentagon. I told him to contact me if there were reprisals.”

“Why are you convinced whoever called Bromley has the Hoover files? His daughter’s problems are a matter of court record.”

“Something the voice said. He told Bromley that he had all the ‘raw meat’ there was to have on him and his family. Do you know the significance of ‘raw meat’?”

“Yes,” replied Varak, his contempt apparent. “It was one of Hoover’s favorite expressions. Still, there’s an inconsistency. Bromley’s name begins with B.”

“Bromley explained that, although of course I didn’t tell him about the files. At both the Pentagon and the bureau he had a code name: Viper.”

“As though he were an enemy agent.”

“Exactly.”

“What about MacAndrew? Do we have anything?”

“I think so. We’ve been interested in him for a number of years. He was one of the few soldiers who believed utterly in the civilian control of the military. Frankly, one day he might have been a candidate for Inver Brass. We studied him; it was before you arrived. There was a lapse in his service record. The symbols indicated that the period in question—eight months in 1950—had been removed to G-Two, PSA.”

“Psychiatric Systems Analyses,” said Varak. “On his level that’s usually reserved for defectors.”

“Yes. We were stunned, naturally. We traced the G-Two abstract and found that it, too, had been removed. All that remained was the phrase ‘Courier Delivered, FBI DS.’ Domestic Security. I’m sure you can guess the rest.”

“Yes,” said Varak. “You got his FBI file, and there was nothing there. You cross-checked with Domestic Security. Still nothing. ‘Raw meat.’ ”

“Precisely. Every paper, every insert, every addendum related to Security crossed Hoover’s desk. And as we know, ‘Security’ took on the widest possible range. Sexual activities, drinking habits, marriage and family confidences, the most personal details of the subjects’ lives—none were too remote or insignificant. Hoover pored over those dossiers like Croesus with his gold. Three Presidents wanted to replace him. None did.”

Varak leaned forward. “The question is, what was in MacAndrew’s service record? There’s nothing to prevent us from asking him now.”

“Us?”

“It can be arranged.”

“Through an intermediary?”

“Yes. A blind. There’ll be no connection.”

“I’m sure of that,” said Bravo. “But then what? Assuming you find some character flaw, sexual or otherwise, what have you got? MacAndrew wouldn’t still have his maximum clearance if it were a permanent condition.”

“It’s more information. Somewhere the data will pinpoint the weakness in the chain. It’ll break.”

“That’s what you’ve been counting on, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’ll happen. Whoever stole the files has a first-rate mind, but it will happen.”

Both men fell silent, Varak waiting for approval, Bravo deep in thought.

“That chain won’t be broken easily,” St. Claire said. “You’re the best there is, and you’re no closer now than you were three months ago. You say a ‘first-rate mind,’ but we don’t know that. We don’t know if we’re dealing with a mind or minds. One man or many.”

“If it’s one,” agreed Varak, “we’re not even sure it’s a man.”

“But whoever it is, the first moves have been made.”

“Then, let me put someone on MacAndrew.”

“Wait …” Bravo clasped his hands beneath his chin. “An intermediary? A blind?”

“Yes. Untraceable.”

“Bear with me for a moment. I haven’t really thought it out; you can help. Basically, it’s your strategy.”

Varak glanced at St. Claire. The diplomat continued. “Am I correct in assuming that a blind, as you use the term with respect to interrogation or surveillance, is someone who finds out what you have to know without your being involved?”

“That’s right. The blind has his or her own reasons for wanting the same information. The trick is to get it from him without his knowing what you’re doing.”

“The blind, then, is chosen with extreme care.” It was a statement.

“More often than not, it’s a question of finding someone with the same interests,” answered Varak. “It can be difficult.”

“But we could enlist the aid of an investigatory agency. I mean, it’s within our capability to alert the authorities—or even a newspaper—to the possibility that Hoover’s files survived his death.”

“Certainly. The result would be to drive whoever has them further underground.”

Bravo rose from the chair and paced aimlessly. “There’s been almost no mention of those files in the newspapers. It’s odd, because their existence was known. It’s as though no one wants to talk about them.”

“Out of print, out of mind, out of danger,” said Varak.

“Yes, exactly. All Washington. Even the media. No one knows whether he’s part of the files or not. So there’s silence. And when men are silent, the triumph of evil follows. Burke was right about that. We can see it happening.”

“On the other hand,” countered the intelligence man, “breaking the silence isn’t always the answer.”

“That depends on who breaks it.” Bravo stopped his pacing. “Tell me, under the harshest, most professional microscope could any of those involved in Hoover’s death be unearthed?”

“None,” was the firm reply.

“Where are they? I mean, specifically.”

“Both telephone men are in Australia, the Kimberly bush; they’ll never come back. They face indictments for homicide in the Marine Corps. The man who used the cover of ‘Salter’ is in Tel Aviv; nothing takes precedence over the Holy Land or the holy war. We feed him data on the Palestinian terrorists. He lives only for his cause, and we make it practical. The actress is in Majorca; she settled a debt and wants nothing more than what she’s got. The Englishman who handled the car and the Phase One relay is back with MI-Six. He made money from the Russians as a double courier in East Berlin; he knows I have the facts that could lead to his execution. You know about the doctor in Paris, the least of our concerns. Each had a motive, none can be traced. They’re thousands of miles away.”

St. Claire stared at Varak. “You left out someone. What about the man in the alarm room? The one who used the cover of ‘Krepps’?”

Varak returned Bravo’s look. “I killed him. The decision was mine, and I’d make it again.”

St. Claire nodded. “Then, what you’re saying is that all personnel, all the facts, are submerged beyond discovery. Hoover’s death could never be attributed to anything but natural causes.”

“Precisely. Natural causes.”

“So, if we used a blind, there would be no chance of that man discovering the truth. Hoover’s assassination is beyond reach.”

“Beyond reach.”

Bravo began to pace again. “I’ve never asked you why there was no autopsy.”

“Orders from the White House. Relayed very quietly, I understand.”

“The White House?”

“They had a reason. I gave it to them.”

St. Claire did not probe; he knew Varak had studied the White House structure and could surmise his strategy, which would be totally professional. “Beyond reach,” repeated Bravo. “That’s vitally important.”

“To whom?”

“To a blind not restricted by fact. To a man interested only in a concept. A theory that did not have to be proven at every turn. Such a man could raise alarms, quite possibly provoke whoever had the files into revealing themselves.”

“I don’t follow you. Without traceable facts there’s no motive for a blind. What could he hope to learn? What could we learn?”

“Perhaps a great deal. The key word is fact” St. Claire stared at the wall above Varak. It was strange, he reflected. He had not thought of Peter Chancellor in a long time. When he had thought of him—when he’d seen his name in a newspaper or a book supplement—it had always been with a bemused memory of a bewildered graduate student grappling for words six years ago. Chancellor had found the words since. A great many of them.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you,” said Varak.

Bravo lowered his gaze. “Have you ever heard of a writer named Peter Chancellor?”

“Counterstrike!” said Varak. “I read it. It frightened a lot of people over at Langley.”

“Still, it was fiction.”

“It was too close. This Chancellor used a lot of wrong terms and incorrect procedures but on the bottom line, he described what happened.”

“Because he wasn’t restricted by fact. Chancellor approaches a concept, finds a basic situation, and extracts selected facts and rearranges them to suit the reality as he perceives it. He is not bound by cause and effect; he creates it. You say he frightened a lot of people over in Langley. I believe that; he has a wide readership. And he researches in depth. Suppose it was known that he was researching a book on Hoover, on his last days.”

“On the files,” added Varak, sitting forward. “Use Chancellor as the blind. Tell him the files disappeared. When he starts probing, he’ll set off alarms, and we’ll be there.”

“Go to New York, Mr. Varak. Find out everything you can about him. The people around him, his life-style, his methods of work. Everything current. Chancellor has a conspiracy complex. We’re going to program him with a conspiracy he’ll find irresistible.”
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“Mr. Peter Chancellor?” asked the operator.

Peter lifted his hand above the covers and tried to focus on his wristwatch. It was nearly ten o’clock; the morning breezes were billowing the drapes through the open doors of the porch.

“Yes?”

“Long distance from New York. Mr. Anthony Morgan calling. One moment, please.”

“Sure.” There was a click and a hum on the line. It stopped.

“Hi, Mr. Chancellor?”

Peter would know that voice anywhere. It belonged to his editor’s secretary. If she ever had a discouraging day, no one ever knew about it. “Hello, Radie? How are you?” Chancellor hoped she was better than he was.

“Fine. How’s California these days?”

“Bright, humid, shiny, green. Take your choice.”

The girl laughed. It was a pleasant laugh.

“We didn’t wake you, did we? You’re always up so early.”

“No, Radie, I was in the surf,” lied Chancellor for no reason.

“Hold on. Here’s Mr. Morgan.” There were two clicks.

“Hello, Peter?”

“How are you, Tony?”

“Christ, forget about me, how are you? Marie said you called last night. Sorry I wasn’t home.”

Chancellor remembered. “I apologize. I was drunk.”

“She didn’t mention that, but she said you were mad as hell.”

“I was. I am. I was also drunk. Apologize to Marie for me.”

“No need to. What you told her made her angry, too. I was greeted at the door with a lecture about protecting my authors. Now, what’s this about Counterstrike!?”

Peter adjusted his head on the pillow and cleared his throat. He tried to rid his voice of bitterness. “At four thirty yesterday afternoon a studio messenger brought me the completed first draft of the screenplay. I didn’t know we’d started.”

“And?”

“It’s been turned around. It’s the opposite of what I wrote.”

Morgan paused, then replied gently. “Wounded ego, Peter?”

“Good God, no. You know better than that. I didn’t say it was badly written; a lot of it’s pretty damned good. It’s effective. I’d feel better if it wasn’t. But it’s a lie.”

“Josh told me they were changing the agency’s name—?”

“They’ve changed everything!” interrupted Chancellor, his eyes blinking in pain with the rush of blood to his head. “The government people are all on the side of the angels. They don’t have an impure thought in their heads! The manipulators are … ‘them.’ Weird exponents of violence and revolution and—so help me God—with ‘faintly European accents.’ Whatever the book said has been turned inside out. Why the hell did they buy it in the first place?”

“What does Josh say?”

“As I remember, and I do vaguely, I reached him around midnight my time. I guess it was about three this morning in New York.”

“Stay around the house. I’ll speak to Josh. One of us’ll get back to you.”

“All right.” Peter was about to offer a last apology to Morgan’s wife when he realized the editor was not finished. It was one of those silences between them that meant there was more to say.

“Peter?”

“Yes?”

“Suppose Josh can work things out. I mean with your studio contract.”

“There’s nothing to work out,” interrupted Chancellor again. “They don’t need me; they don’t want me.”

“They may want your name. They’re paying for it.”

“They can’t have it. Not the way they’re doing the film. I’m telling you, it’s the opposite of what I said.”

“Is it that important to you?”

“As literature—hell, no. As my own personal statement—hell, yes. Nobody else seems to be making it.”

“I just wondered. I thought you might be ready to start the Nuremberg book.”

Peter stared at the ceiling. “Not yet, Tony. Soon, not yet. I’ll talk to you later.”

He hung up the phone, the apology gone from his mind. He was thinking about Morgan’s question and his own answer.

If only the pain would disappear. And the numbness. Both had lessened, but they were still there, and when he felt either or both, the memories returned. The shattering glass, the blinding light, the crunching metal. The screams. And his hatred of a man high up in a truck who had disappeared in the storm. Leaving one dead, one almost dead.

Chancellor swung his legs over the edge of the bed onto the floor. He stood up naked and looked around for his bathing suit. He was late for his morning swim; the dawn had turned into day. He felt guilty somehow, as if he had broken an important ritual. Worse, he understood that the ritual took the place of work.

He saw his bathing suit draped over a chair and started toward it. The telephone rang again. He reversed direction and answered it.

“It’s Joshua, Peter. I’ve just spent an hour talking with Aaron Sheffield.”

“He’s a winner. Incidentally, sorry about last night.”

“This morning,” corrected the agent, not unkindly. “Don’t worry about it. You were overwrought.”

“I was drunk.”

“That, too. Let’s get to Sheffield.”

“I suppose we have to. I gather you got the drift of what I told you last night.”

“I’m sure most of Malibu Beach could repeat the better phrases word for word.”

“What’s his position? I won’t budge.”

“Legally that doesn’t make any difference to him. You have no case. You have no script approval.”

“I understand that. But I can talk. I can give interviews. I can demand that my name be removed. I might even try to get the courts to change the title. I’ll bet a case can be made for that.”

“It’s unlikely.”

“Josh, they’ve changed the whole meaning!”

“The courts might see the money you’ve been paid and not be impressed.”

Chancellor blinked again and rubbed his eyes. He exhaled wearily. “I think you’re saying they wouldn’t be impressed. Period. I’m not Solzhenitsyn with the Siberian camps or Dickens on the death of children in the sweatshops. All right, what can I do?”

“Do you want it put plainly?”

“When you begin like that, the news isn’t good.”

“Some good can come out of it.”

“Now I know it’s terrible. Go ahead.”

“Sheffield wants to avoid discord; so does the studio. They don’t want you giving those interviews or going on talk shows. They know you can do that, and they don’t want the embarrassment.”

“I see. We reach the heart of the matter: gross receipts at the box office. Their essential pride, their manhood.”

Harris was silent for a moment. When he continued, it was in a soft voice. “Peter, that kind of controversy wouldn’t affect gross receipts one iota of a percentage point. If anything, it would hype them.”

“Then, why are they concerned?”

“They really want to avoid embarrassment.”

“They live in a perpetual state of embarrassment out here. They can’t even recognize it I don’t believe that”

“They’re willing to pay your contract in full, remove your name from the screen credits if you wish—not the title, of course—and deliver a bonus equal to fifty percent of the book purchase.”

“Jesus.…” Chancellor was stunned. The figure Joshua Harris alluded to was in the range of a quarter million dollars. “For what?”

“For you to walk away and not make waves over the adaptation.”

Peter stared at the billowing drapes in front of the glass doors. There was something very inconsistent, terribly wrong.

“Are you still there?” asked Harris.

“Wait a minute. You say controversy could only help the receipts. Yet Sheffield’s willing to pay all that money to avoid controversy. He’s got to lose. It doesn’t make sense.”

“I’m not his analyst. I just heard the money. Maybe he wants to keep his balls intact.”

“No. I know Sheffield, believe me; I know the way he operates. His balls are expendable.” Suddenly, Chancellor understood. “Sheffield has a partner, Josh. And it’s not the studio. It’s the government. It’s Washington! They’re the ones who don’t want the controversy. To quote from a far better writer than I’ll ever be, they ‘can’t stand the light of day’! Goddamn it, that’s it.”

“It crossed my mind,” admitted Harris.

“You tell Sheffield to shove his bonus. I’m not interested!”

Again, the agent paused. “I may as well tell you the rest. Sheffield’s collected statements from all over Los Angeles and points north and south. The picture isn’t pleasant. You’re described as a wild alcoholic and something of a menace.”

“Good for Sheffield! Controversy hypes the gross receipts. We’ll sell twice as many books!”

“He says he has more,” continued Harris. “He claims he has sworn affidavits from women who accuse you of rape and physical abuse. He has photographs—police photographs—that show the damage you’ve inflicted. One’s a kid from Beverly Hills who’s fourteen years old. He has friends who’ll swear they removed narcotics from you when you passed out in their homes. He says you even attacked his wife, which is something he’d rather not make public but will if he has to. He says they’ve been cleaning up after you for weeks.”

“They’re lies! Josh, that’s crazy! There’s no truth in any of that!”

“That may be the problem. There’s probably a few grains of truth. I don’t mean the rape or the abuse or the narcotics; that stuff’s easily manufactured. But you’ve been drinking, you haven’t returned calls, there’ve been women. And I know Sheffield’s wife. I don’t rule her out, but I’m sure you weren’t the cause of it.”

Chancellor lurched from the bed. His head was spinning, the pain in his temples throbbed. “I don’t know what to say! I don’t believe this!”

“I know what to say; I know what to believe,” said Joshua Harris. “They’re not playing by any rules I’ve ever heard of.”

Varak leaned forward in the velvet sofa and opened his briefcase on the coffee table. He withdrew two file folders, placed them in front of him, and moved the case to one side. The morning sun was streaming through the windows overlooking Central Park South, filling the elegant hotel suite with shafts of yellowish white light.

Across the room Munro St. Claire had poured himself a cup of coffee from a carafe on a silver tray. He sat opposite the intelligence man.

“Are you sure I can’t get you a cup?” asked Bravo.

“No, thanks. I’ve gone through several pots this morning. Incidentally, I appreciate your flying up. It saves time.”

“Every day is vital,” replied St. Claire. “Every hour those files are missing is an hour we can’t afford. What have you got?”

“Just about everything we need. My primary sources were Chancellor’s editor, Anthony Morgan, and his literary agent, a man named Joshua Harris.”

“They cooperated so easily?”

“It wasn’t difficult. I convinced them it was standard procedure for a minimum-security clearance.”

“Security clearance for what?”

Varak separated a page in the left file folder. “Before his accident Chancellor had the Government Printing Office send him the transcripts from the Nuremberg tribunals. He’s writing a novel on the trials. He thinks Nuremberg was rife with judicial conspiracies. That thousands of Nazis went unaccountable, free to emigrate all over the world, transferring huge sums of money wherever they went.”

“He’s wrong. It was the exception, not the rule by any means,” said Bravo.

“Regardless, some of those transcripts still have a security classification. He didn’t get those, but he doesn’t know that. I implied that he did, and my job was simply a routine follow-up. Nothing serious. Also, I said that I was a fan of Chancellor’s. I enjoyed talking to people who knew him.”

“Has he written this Nuremberg book?”

“He hasn’t even started it.”

“I wonder why.”

Varak scanned another page as he spoke. “Chancellor was nearly killed in an automobile accident last fall. The woman with him was killed. According to the medical records, with another ten minutes of internal bleeding and pathogenic toxemia, he would have died. He was in the hospital for five months. He’s been patched together; eighty-five- to ninety-percent recovery is anticipated. That’s the physical part.” Varak paused and turned a page.

“Who was the woman?” asked Bravo quietly.

Varak shifted his attention to the folder on his right. “Her name was Catherine Lowell; they’d been living together for nearly a year and planned to get married. They were on their way to meet his parents in northwest Pennsylvania. Her death was a terrible shock to Chancellor. He went into a long period of depression. It’s still with him to some degree, according to both his editor and agent.”

“Morgan and Harris,” added Bravo for his own clarification.

“Yes. They sweated out his recovery; first the physical injuries, then the depression. Both men admitted that during the past months there were times they thought he was finished as a writer.”

“A reasonable assumption. He hasn’t written anything.”

“He’s supposed to be now. He’s in California co-authoring the screenplay of Counterstrike!, although nobody expects him to do very much. He has no experience in films.”

“Then, why was he hired?”

“The value of his name, according to Harris. And the fact that the studio could have an advantage over others for his next book. Actually, that’s the way Harris engineered the contract.”

“Which means he wanted Chancellor involved since he wasn’t working on anything.”

“In Harris’s opinion, his house in Pennsylvania, and his memories, were holding Chancellor back. It’s why he wanted him in California.” Varak turned several pages. “Here it is. Harris’s words. He wanted his client to ‘experience the perfectly normal Gargantuan excesses of a temporary Malibu resident.’ ”

Bravo smiled. “Are they having a positive effect?”

“There’s progress. Not much, but some.” Varak looked up from the paper. “That’s something we can’t allow.”

“What do you mean?”

“Chancellor will be infinitely more valuable to us in a weakened psychological condition.” The intelligence man gestured at both file folders. “The rest of this describes a fairly normal man before the accident. Whatever hostilities or excesses he had were transferred to his writing. He didn’t display them in his lifestyle. If he returns to that normality, he’ll be naturally cautious, he’ll retreat when we don’t want him to. I want to keep him off-balance, in a state of anxiety.”

St. Claire sipped his coffee without comment. “Go on, please. Describe this life-style.”

“There’s not much, really. He has an apartment in a brownstone on East Seventy-first Street. He gets up early, usually before dawn, and works. He doesn’t use a typewriter; he writes on yellow pads, Xeroxes the pages, and uses a typing service in Greenwich Village.” Varak again looked up. “That could be an advantage to us in his research. We can intercept the originals and make our own copies.”

“Suppose he works in Pennsylvania and has them driven in. Delivered by messenger.”

“Then, we’ll get inside the Village offices.”

“Of course. Go on.”

“There’s very little left that’s important. He has favorite restaurants where he’s known. He skis, plays tennis—neither of which he may be able to do again. His friends, outside of Morgan and Harris, are generally found among other writers and newspapermen and, oddly enough, several lawyers in New York and Washington. That’s about it.” Varak closed the folder on his right. “Now, I’d like to bring up something.”

“Yes?”

“Along the lines we’ve discussed, I think I know how to program Chancellor, but I need a backup. I’ll use the Longworth cover: it’s unbreakable. Longworth is in Hawaii and stays in hiding. We look enough alike—even to the duplication of the scar—and his FBI record can be traced. Still, we should have one more piece of bait Chancellor can’t walk away from.”

“Please clarify.”

Varak paused, then said with conviction: “We have a crime but no conspiracy. None we can identify. He’s got to follow his own speculations. We have none to give him. If we had, we wouldn’t be using him in the first place.”

“What are you proposing?” asked St. Claire, seeing the hesitation in Varak’s eyes.

“I want to bring in a second member of Inver Brass. In my opinion the only other man with your public stature. You call him Venice. Judge Daniel Sutherland. I want to be able to send Chancellor to him.”

The diplomat was silent for several moments. “To lend weight to what you tell Chancellor? The irresistible confirmation?”

“Yes. To substantiate our story of the missing files. That’s all I need. Sutherland’s voice will be the bait Chancellor has to take.”

“It’s dangerous,” said Bravo quietly. “No member of Inver Brass should ever be overt in any strategy.”

“Time requires it. I ruled you out because of your previous relationship with Chancellor.”

“I understand. The coincidence would raise questions. I’ll talk with Venice.… Now, if you please, I want to return to something you said. Chancellor’s psychological condition. If I understood you correctly—?”

“You did,” interrupted Varak quietly. “Chancellor cannot be allowed to recover. He can’t be permitted to function at his previous rational level. He’s got to draw attention to himself, to his research. If he remains volatile, he becomes a threat. If that threat is dangerous enough, whoever has those files will be compelled to eliminate it. When he does—or they do—we’ll be there.”

Bravo sat forward, his expression one of sudden concern. “I think that goes beyond the parameters we established.”

“I wasn’t aware we’d established any.”

“They were intrinsic. There are limits to our use of Peter Chancellor. They don’t include putting his life in jeopardy.”

“I submit it’s a logical extension of the strategy. Quite plainly put, the strategy may be useless without that factor. I think we’d willingly exchange Chancellor’s life for those files. Don’t you?”

St. Claire said nothing.
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Chancellor stood by the doors overlooking the beach and parted the drapes again. The blond-haired man was still there. He’d been there for over an hour, walking back and forth in the hot afternoon sun, his shoes sinking into the warm sand, his shirt open at the collar, his jacket slung over his shoulder.

He was pacing up and down the short area of the beach fifty yards away, between the redwood porch and the water, every now and then glancing up at Peter’s house. He was medium-sized, perhaps a shade under six feet, and muscular. His shoulders were broad and thick and stretched the cloth of his shirt.

Chancellor had first seen him around noon. He had stood motionless in the sand, staring up at the redwood porch; staring, Peter was sure, at him.

The sight of the man was no longer merely disconcerting, it was irritating. The first thought that came to Chancellor was that Aaron Sheffield had decided to put a watchdog on him. A great deal of money was now involved in Counterstrike! A great deal more had been offered under circumstances that raised disturbing questions.

Peter did not like watchdogs. Not this kind. He pulled back the drapes, slid open the door, and stepped out on the porch. The man stopped his pacing and again stood motionless in the sand.

They looked at each other and Peter’s doubts vanished. The man was there for him, waiting for him. Peter’s irritation turned into anger. He walked to the steps and down onto the beach. The man remained where he was, making no move toward him.

Goddamn you, thought Chancellor. There were very few people on this private area of Malibu; but if any were watching, the sight of the limping figure in slacks, naked above the waist, approaching a fully clothed man standing immobile in front of a beach house must have seemed odd. It was odd; the blond-haired stranger had a curious quality about him. He was pleasant-looking, a face clean-cut, even gentle in appearance. Yet there was something menacing about him. As he drew nearer, Chancellor realized what it was: the man’s eyes were aware. They were not the eyes of a subordinate watchdog hired by an anxious studio executive.

“It’s warm out here,” began Peter bluntly. “I can’t help asking myself why you’re walking around in the heat. Especially since you keep looking up at my house.”

“At your rented house, Mr. Chancellor.”

“Then, I think you’d better explain,” replied Peter, “since you know my name and, obviously, the conditions of my lease. It wouldn’t be because those who hired you are paying the rent?”

“No.”

“Score one for me. I didn’t think so. Now, you’ve got a choice. Either you satisfy my curiosity, or I call the police.”

“I want you to do more than that. You have sources in Washington. I want you to call one of them and check out my name in the personnel records of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

“The what!” Peter was stunned. The man’s words were spoken quietly, yet there was an undercurrent of urgency.

“I’m retired,” added the man quickly. “I’m not here in any official capacity. But my name’s in the bureau’s personnel records. Check it out.”

Chancellor stared at the man, apprehensive. “Why would I do that?”

“I’ve read your books.”

“That’s you, not me. It’s no reason.”

“I think it is. It’s why I went to a lot of trouble to find you.” The man hesitated, as if unsure of how to continue.

“Go on.”

“In each of your books you show that certain events may not have happened the way people think they did. An event took place less than a year ago that falls into that category.”

“What was it?”

“A man died. A very powerful man. They said he died of natural causes. He didn’t. He was assassinated.”

Peter stared at the stranger. “Go to the police.”

“I can’t. If you check me out, you’ll understand.”

“I’m a novelist. I write fiction. Why come to me?”

“I told you. I’ve read your books. I think that maybe the only way the story can be told is in a book. The kind you write.”

“Novels.” Peter did not ask a question.

“Yes.”

“Fiction.” Again it was a statement.

“Yes.”

“But you say it isn’t fiction. It’s fact; you imply it’s fact.”

“That’s what I believe. I’m not sure I can prove it.”

“And you can’t go to the police.”

“No.”

“Go to a newspaper. Find an investigative reporter. There are dozens of good ones.”

“No newspaper would handle this. Take my word for it.”

“Why the hell should I?”

“You might after you checked me out. My name is Alan Longworth. For twenty years I was a special agent for the FBI. I retired five months ago. My field office was in San Diego … and points north. I live now in Hawaii. On the island of Maui.”

“Longworth? Alan Longworth? Should the name mean anything to me?”

“That’s not remotely possible. Check me out. It’s all I ask.”

“Suppose I do. Then what?”

“I’ll come by tomorrow morning. If you want to talk further, fine. If not, I’ll leave.” Again the blond-haired man hesitated, the urgency now in his eyes as he spoke softly. “I’ve traveled a long way to find you. I’ve taken risks I shouldn’t have taken. I may have broken an agreement that could cost me my life. So I’ve got one more thing to ask you. I want your word on it.”

“Or else what?”

“Don’t check on me. Don’t do anything; forget I came out here, forget we spoke.”

“But you did come out here. We have spoken. It’s a little late for conditions.”

Longworth paused. “Haven’t you ever been frightened?” he asked. “No, I don’t imagine you have. Not this way. Strange, but you write about fear; you seem to understand it.”

“You don’t look like you frighten easily.”

“I don’t think I do. My record at the bureau might even confirm that.”

“What’s this condition?”

“Ask about me. Find out everything you can, say anything you want. But please don’t say we met; don’t repeat what I’ve told you.”

“That’s crazy. What am I supposed to say?”

“I’m sure you can think of something. You’re a writer.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean I’m a good liar.”

“You travel a lot. You could say you heard about me in Hawaii. Please.”

Peter shifted his feet in the hot sand. Common sense told him to walk away from this man; there was something unhealthy about the controlled, intense face and the too-alert eyes. But his instincts would not permit his common sense its right of decision. “Who’s this man who died? The one you say was assassinated.”

“I won’t tell you that now. I will tomorrow if you want to talk further.”

“Why not now?”

“You’re a well-known writer. I’m sure a lot of people come up and tell you things that sound insane. You probably dismiss them quickly, as you should. I don’t want you to dismiss me. I want you convinced that I have a certain reasonable stature of my own.”

Peter listened. Longworth’s words made sense. During the past three years—since Reichstag!—people had pulled him over into corners at cocktail parties or slid into chairs across from him at restaurants to impart weird information they knew was right up his alley. The world was filled with conspiracies. And would-be conspirators.

“Fair enough,” said Chancellor. “Your name is Alan Longworth. You spent twenty years as a special agent; you retired five months ago, and you live in Hawaii.”

“Maui.”

“That would be listed in your file.”

At the mention of the word file, Longworth drew back. “Yes, it would be. In my file.”

“But then anyone might be able to learn the contents of a specific file. Give me something to identify you.”

“I wondered if you’d ask.”

“In my books I try to be convincing; it’s just step-by-step logic, with no spaces. You want me to be convinced, so fill the space.”

Longworth shifted his jacket from his right shoulder to his left, and with his right hand he undid the buttons of his shirt He pulled his shirt open. Across his chest, descending below the belt, was an ugly, curving scar. “I don’t think any of your blemishes can match this.”

Peter reacted to the words with a brief rush of anger. There was no point pursuing the statement. If Longworth was who he said he was, he had taken the time to gather his facts together. Undoubtedly, they included a great deal about the life of Peter Chancellor.

“What time will you be by in the morning?”

“What time’s convenient?”

“I get up early.”

“I’ll be here early.”

“Eight o’clock.”

“See you at eight.” Longworth turned and began walking down the beach.

Peter stood where he was and watched him, aware that the pain in his leg had disappeared. It had been there all day, but it was gone now. He would call Joshua Harris in New York. It was around four thirty in the East; there was still time. There was a lawyer in Washington, a mutual friend, who could get the information on Alan Longworth. Josh once jokingly said that the attorney should demand royalties for Counterstrike!, so helpful had he been in Chancellor’s research.

As Peter climbed up the porch steps, he found himself hurrying. It was a strangely gratifying sensation, and he could not really account for it.

An event took place less than a year ago.… A man died. A very powerful man. They said he died of natural causes. He didn’t. He was assassinated.…

Peter rushed across the porch toward the glass doors and the telephone inside.

The morning sky was angry. Dark clouds hung over the ocean; the rain would come soon. Chancellor was dressed for it, had been dressed for over an hour; he wore a nylon jacket above his khaki trousers. It was seven forty-five—ten forty-five in New York. Joshua had promised to call by seven thirty—ten thirty back East. What was the delay? Longworth would be there by eight.

Peter poured himself another cup of coffee, his fifth of the morning.

The telephone rang.

“You picked a strange one, Peter,” said Harris in New York.

“Why do you say that?”

“According to our friend in Washington, this Alan Longworth did what no one expected him to do. He retired at the wrong time.”

“Did he have his twenty years?”

“Just barely.”

“That’s enough for a pension, isn’t it?”

“Sure. If you supplement it with another salary. He hasn’t, but that’s not the point.”

“What is?”

“Longworth had an exceptional record. Most important, he was singled out by Hoover himself for high-echelon advancement. Hoover personally attached a handwritten favorable recommendation to his file. You’d think he’d want to stay on.”

“On the other hand, with that kind of record he could probably get a hell of a job on the outside. A lot of FBI men do. Maybe he’s working for someone, and the bureau doesn’t know it.”

“Not likely. They keep extensive files on retired agents. And if he was, why does he live on Maui? There’s not much activity there. At any rate, there’s no listing of a current employer. He doesn’t do anything.”

Peter stared out the window; a light rain began to fall from the dark sky. “Do the other items check out?”

“Yes,” answered Harris. “His field office was San Diego. Apparently, he was Hoover’s personal liaison with La Jolla.”

“La Jolla? What does that mean?”

“It was Hoover’s favorite retreat. Longworth was in charge of all communications.”

“What about the scar?”

“It’s listed under identifying marks, but there’s no explanation, and that’s where we come to the strangest part of his file. His last medical records are missing, the last two annual checkups. It’s very unusual.”

“It’s very incomplete,” mused Peter out loud. “The whole thing.”

“Exactly,” agreed Joshua.

“When did he retire?”

“Last March. On the second.”

Chancellor paused, struck by the date. Over the past several years, dates had come to have special meanings for him. He had trained himself to look for consistencies and inconsistencies where dates were concerned. What was it now? Why did the date bother him?

Through the kitchen windows he saw the figure of Alan Longworth walking across the beach in the rain toward the house. For some reason the sight triggered another image. Of himself. On the sand in bright sunlight. And a newspaper.

May second. J. Edgar Hoover had died on the second of May.

A man died. A very powerful man. They said he died of natural causes. He didn’t. He was assassinated.

“Jesus Christ,” said Peter quietly into the telephone.

They walked along the beach by the water through the drizzle. Longworth would not talk inside the house, nor within any enclosure that might contain electronic surveillance. He was too experienced for that.

“Did you check me out?” asked the blond-haired man.

“You knew I would,” said Peter. “I just got off the phone.”

“Are you satisfied?”

“That you are who you say you are, yes. That you had a good record, your abilities personally recognized by Hoover himself, and that you retired five months ago—yes to all that, too.”

“I didn’t mention any personal endorsements from Hoover.”

“They’re there.”

“Of course they are. I worked directly for him.”

“You were based in San Diego, as you said. You were his liaison to—or with—La Jolla.”

Longworth smiled grimly, with no humor. “I spent more time in Washington than I ever spent in San Diego. Or La Jolla. You won’t find that in my bureau record.”

“Why not?”

“Because the director didn’t want it known.”

“Again, why not?”

“I told you. I worked for him. Personally.”

“In what way?”

“With his files. His private files. I was a messenger. La Jolla meant a lot more than the name of a village on the Pacific coast.”

“That’s too cryptic for me.”

The blond man stopped. “That’s the way it’s going to remain. Anything more you find out will have to come from someone else.”

“Now you’re arrogant. What makes you think I’ll look?”

“Because you can’t understand why I retired. Nobody could; it didn’t make sense. I have a minimum pension with no additional income. Had I remained with the bureau, I might have become an assistant, even an associate, director.”

Longworth started walking again. Peter kept pace, no pain whatsoever in his leg. “All right, why did you retire? Why don’t you have a job?”

“The truth is that I didn’t retire. I was transferred to another government post and given certain guarantees. My employer of record—a record you’ll never find in any file—is the State Department. Foreign Service, Pacific operations. Six thousand miles from Washington. If I had stayed in Washington, I would have been killed.”

“All right, hold it!” Chancellor stopped. “I’ve got a damned good idea what you’re leading up to, and I’m getting sick of the bullshit. You’re implying that J. Edgar Hoover was murdered. He’s the ‘powerful man’ you meant.”

“You pieced it together, then,” said the agent.

“It’s a pretty logical conclusion, and I don’t believe it for a minute. It’s ridiculous.”

“I didn’t say I could prove it.”

“I would hope not. It’s preposterous. He was an old man with a history of heart trouble.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I never knew anyone who ever saw his medical records. The originals were sent directly to him, and no copies were allowed. He had ways of enforcing those demands. No autopsy was permitted on his body.”

“He was over seventy.” Peter shook his head in disgust. “You’ve got one hell of an imagination.”

“Isn’t that what novels are all about? Don’t you start with a concept? An idea?”

“Granted. But the kind I write have got to be at least credible. There’s got to be some basic reality, or the appearance of it.”

“If by reality you mean facts, there are several.”

“Name them.”

“The first is myself. Last March I was approached by a group of people who wouldn’t be identified but who were influential enough to move the highest, most classified wheels at the State Department and effect a transfer that Hoover would never have permitted. Even I don’t know how they did it. They were concerned with certain information Hoover had compiled. Dossiers on several thousand subjects.”

“These were the same people who gave you the guarantees? For those services rendered you won’t elaborate on?”

“Yes. I think—I can’t be sure—but I think I know the identity of one of them. I’m willing to give it to you.” Longworth stopped; he was, again, as he had been yesterday, uncertain. The urgency returned to his eyes.

“Go ahead,” said Chancellor impatiently.

“I have your word that you’ll never use my name with him?”

“Goddamn it, yes. To be honest with you, I have an idea we’ll say good-bye in a few minutes and I won’t even think of you.”

“Have you ever heard of Daniel Sutherland?”

Peter’s expression conveyed his astonishment. Daniel Sutherland was a giant, both figuratively and literally. A huge black man whose extraordinary accomplishments matched his enormous size. A man who had crawled his way out of the squalor of the Alabama fields a half century ago, and climbed to the highest circles of the nation’s judicial system. He had twice refused presidential appointments to the Supreme Court, preferring the more active bench. “The judge?”

“Yes.”

“Of course. Who hasn’t? Why do you think he was one of the group who made contact with you?”

“I saw his name on a State Department tracer about me. I wasn’t supposed to see it, but I did. Go to him. Ask him if there was a group of men concerned about the last two years of Hoover’s life.”

The request was irresistible. The stories about Sutherland were legend. Peter now took Alan Longworth far more seriously than he had only seconds ago.

“I may do that. What are the other facts?”

“There’s only one that really counts. The rest are minor compared to it. Except perhaps one other man. A general named MacAndrew. General Bruce MacAndrew.”

“Who’s he?”

“Until recently, a man very high at the Pentagon. He had everything going for him; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was probably his for a nod of the head. Suddenly, without any apparent reason he threw it all away. Uniform, career, Joint Chiefs, everything.”

“Not unlike you in a way,” ventured Chancellor. “On a somewhat grander scale, perhaps.”

“Very unlike me,” replied Longworth. “I have information about MacAndrew. Let’s say it goes back to those services rendered. Something happened to him twenty-one, twenty-two years ago. No one apparently knows what—or if they do, they’re not saying—but it was serious enough to have been removed from his service record. Eight months in 1950 or ’51, that’s all I remember. It could be tied in with that one single overriding fact—your basic fact, Chancellor—and that scares the hell out of me.”

“What is it?”

“Hoover’s private files. MacAndrew could be part of them. Over three thousand dossiers, a cross-section of the country. Government, industry, the universities, the military; from the most powerful to those lower down. You may hear otherwise, but I’m telling you the truth. Those files are missing, Chancellor. Since Hoover’s death they’ve never been found. Someone’s got them, and now that someone’s using them.”

Peter started at Longworth. “Hoover’s files? That’s insane.”

“Think about it. That’s my theory. Whoever has those files killed Hoover to get them. You’ve checked me out; I’ve given you two names to reach. I don’t care what you say to MacAndrew, but you’ve given your word not to mention me to the judge. And I don’t want anything from you. I just want you to think about it, that’s all. Think about the possibilities.”

Without indicating he had finished, without a nod or a gesture, Longworth turned and, as he had the day before, walked away across the beach. Stunned, Peter stood in the light rain and watched as the retired FBI man broke into a run toward the road.
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Chancellor stood at the bar in the restaurant on East Fifty-sixth Street. It strove to be an uprooted English chophouse, and Peter liked it. The atmosphere was conducive to long lunches given to volubility.

He had called Tony Morgan and Joshua Harris and had asked them to meet him there. Then he’d taken the late afternoon flight out of Los Angeles. For the first time in months he slept in his own apartment—how sane it felt. He should have come back much sooner. His false California sanctuary had become a very real prison.

It was happening. Something inside his head had snapped, a barricade had been shattered, freeing stored-up energy. He had no idea whether anything Longworth told him made any sense at all. No, it was too preposterous! The fact of assassination was in and of itself beyond reason. But the premise was fascinating. And every story began with a premise. The possibilities were as provocative as anything he had approached. Would an extraordinary man named Sutherland concede there was even a remote chance Hoover had been killed? Could a long-missing insert in a military record of a general named MacAndrew be tied in with the concept?

A momentary flash of light shot through the windows that fronted the street, drawing his eyes to the outside. Then he smiled as he saw the figures of Anthony Morgan and Joshua Harris walking together toward the entrance. The two men were arguing, but only those who knew them well would have understood that. To the casual observer they were two people talking quietly, oblivious to their surroundings and, conceivably, each other.

Tony Morgan was the physical embodiment of the Ivy League postgraduate turned New York publisher. He was slender and tall with shoulders slightly stooped from too many years of courteously feigning interest in the opinions of lesser mortals; his face was thin, the features clean, the brown eyes always a little distant but never vacant. Single-breasted charcoal suits and English-style tweed jackets above inevitable gray flannel trousers were his uniforms. He and Brooks Brothers had gone together for most of his forty-one years, and neither saw any reason to change.

But clothes and appearances did not capture the mercurial essence of Anthony Morgan. That was found in his explosions of enthusiasm and his infectious proselytizing of a manuscript-in-progress or the discovery of an exciting new talent. Morgan was the complete publisher and an editor of rare perception.

And if Morgan the man was somehow sprung from within the cloistered walls of academic New England, Joshua Harris seemingly floated through the centuries from some elegant royal court of the 1700s. Generous of girth, Harris’s posture was erect, his bearing imperial. His large body moved gracefully, each step taken with deliberateness as if he were part of a baronial procession. He too was in his early forties, the years further disguised by a black chin beard that lent a slightly sinister quality to an otherwise pleasant face.

Peter knew there were scores of editors and agents in New York of equal, perhaps more than equal, stature, and he realized that neither Morgan nor Harris was universally loved. He’d heard the criticisms: Tony’s arrogance and often misplaced enthusiasms, Josh’s relish for uncomfortable confrontations based frequently on unfounded charges of abuse. But the detractions did not matter to Chancellor. For him these men were the best. Because they cared.

Peter signed his bar check and made his way to the foyer. Josh walked through the front door held by Tony, who, quite naturally, allowed an intervening couple to enter in front of him. The greetings were too loud, too casual. Peter saw the concern in both men’s eyes; each looked at him as though studying a disoriented brother.

The table was the usual table. In the corner, slightly separated from the others. The drinks were the usual drinks, and Chancellor was both amused and irritated to see Josh and Tony watch him closely when the whisky arrived.

“Call off the alert. I promise not to dance on the table.”

“Really, Peter …” began Morgan.

“Come on, now …” completed Harris.

They cared. That was the important thing. And the moment passed, the recognition of the unspoken accepted. There was business to be discussed: Chancellor began.

“I met a man; don’t ask me who, I won’t tell you. Let’s say I met him on the beach, and he told me the outlines of a story that I don’t for a minute believe, but I think it could be the basis for one hell of a book.”

“Before you go on,” interrupted Harris, “did you make any agreement with him?”

“He doesn’t want anything. I gave my word I’d never identify him.” Peter stopped, his eyes on Joshua Harris. The literary agent had made the inquiries; he had placed the call to Washington. “As a matter of fact, you’re the only one who could. By name. But you can’t. I’ll hold you to it.”

“Go on,” said Joshua Harris.

“Several years ago a few men in Washington became alarmed over what they considered a very dangerous situation. Maybe more than dangerous, maybe catastrophic. J. Edgar Hoover had compiled a couple of thousand dossiers on the most influential people in the country. In the House, the Senate, the Pentagon, the White House. Presidential and congressional advisors, leading authorities in a dozen different fields. The older Hoover got, the more concerned they became. Stories began to leak out of the bureau that Hoover was actually using those files to intimidate those who opposed him.”

“Wait a minute, Peter,” broke in Morgan. “That story—and variations of it—has been around for years. What’s the point?”

Chancellor leveled his eyes on Morgan. “I’ll jump. Hoover died four months ago, and no autopsy was permitted. And those files were missing.”

There was silence at the table. Morgan leaned forward, revolving his glass slowly, the ice cubes circling in the whisky. “That’s quite a jump. Hoover was damned near eighty years old; he had a heart condition.”

“Who says those files are missing?” asked Harris. “They could have been destroyed, shredded. Or buried.”

“Of course, they could,” agreed Peter.

“But you’re implying that someone killed Hoover for them,” said Morgan.

“I’m not implying, I’m stating it. As a fictional premise, not as fact. I didn’t say I believed it, but I think I could make it believable.”

Again there was silence. Morgan looked at Harris, and then at Peter. “It’s a sensational idea,” he said cautiously. “A powerful hypothesis. Perhaps too powerful, too current. You’d have to build a solid foundation, and I don’t know if that’s possible.”

“This man on the beach,” said Joshua. “This man neither of us will identify. Does he believe it?”

Chancellor stared at his drink. He realized that when he answered Harris, his voice was as tentative as his judgment. “I don’t really know. I have an idea—and it’s just an idea—that he thinks the killing was on a drawing board somewhere. That was enough for him. Enough for him to give me two sources to check out.”

“Connected to Hoover?” asked Morgan.

“No, he didn’t go so far as to claim that. He said it was only speculation. One name’s related to that group in Washington who were nervous about the files, and Hoover’s use of them. The other’s pretty farfetched. It concerns lost information over twenty years old.”

Morgan held Peter’s attention. “They could be your foundation.”

“Sure. But if there’s any truth at all about that group, I’d have to fictionalize completely. He’s that kind of man. The other I don’t know anything about.”

“Do you want to tell us who they are?” asked Joshua. “Not yet. I just want your reaction to the idea. To a novel about Hoover’s assassination. Killed by people who knew of those files and wanted them for their own purposes.”

“It’s sensational,” repeated Morgan.

“It’s going to cost you,” said Harris, looking at the editor.
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Congressman Walter Rawlins of the Roanoke Rawlinses, dynasty without substance, political manipulators of the Commonwealth of Virginia, sat in the library of his suburban Arlington home. It was past midnight; the single source of light was a brass stirrup lamp on the desk beneath enlarged photographs of various Rawlinses astride various horses in various stages of the hunt.

He was alone in the house. His wife had gone to Roanoke for the weekend, and it was the maid’s day off, which meant night out; the black bitch couldn’t wait for Thursday night to hustle her black ass. Rawlins grinned and raised a glass to his lips, taking several deep swallows of sour mash. It was goddamned sweet nigger ass, and he would have told her to stay except that he didn’t trust the other bitch in the house. His wife had said she was taking the Cessna to Roanoke, but she could just as easily tell the pilot to turn around and head back to the field in McLean. His goddamned bitch wife could right now be down the street in a car, waiting for just the right moment to walk back into the house.

She’d love to catch him humping away on the nigger.

Rawlins blinked. Then he focused his eyes toward the desk, at the telephone on the desk. The goddamned thing was ringing. It was his office line, the private Washington tie. Goddamn!

The phone kept ringing. It would not stop. Goddamn! He hated to talk on the telephone after he had a little juice in him. He lurched out of the chair, holding onto his glass, and walked unsteadily to the desk.

“Yes? What is it?”

“Good evening.”

The voice on the telephone was a whisper, high-pitched and flat. He couldn’t tell whether it was a man or a woman.

“Who the hell is this? How did you get this number?”

“Neither question is relevant. What I’m about to say to you is, however.”

“You’re gonna’ say nuthin’ to me. I don’t talk to—”

“Newport News, Rawlins!” The whispered voice spat out the words. “I wouldn’t hang up if I were you.”

Rawlins froze. He stared through the haze at the telephone in his hand. Slowly he brought it up to his ear, his breath suspended. “Who are you? What do you mean? Newport …” His voice trailed off; he could not finish the name.

“Three years ago, Congressman. I’m sure if you think very hard, you’ll remember. The Newport News coronor estimated the time of death to be twelve thirty in the morning. Just about now as a matter of fact. The date was March twenty-second.”

“Who the hell are you?” Rawlins felt sick to his stomach.

“I told you it’s not important. No more important than that little black girl in Newport News. How old was she, Congressman? Fourteen? Was that it? It was grotesque, wasn’t it? They said she was cut up, beaten rather badly.”

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about! It’s got nuthin’ to do with me!” Rawlins brought the glass swiftly to his mouth and drank. Most of the sour mash rolled down his chin. “I wasn’t anywhere near—?”

“Newport News?” interrupted the high-pitched whisper. “On the night of March twenty-second, 1969? I think you were. As a matter of fact, I have in front of me a detailed flight plan of a Cessna aircraft flying in and out of a private field ten miles north of Newport News. There’s a description of the passenger: bloodstained clothes, drunk. Shall I read it to you?”

Rawlins dropped the glass. It shattered on the floor. “You … stop … it!”

“There’s nothing to worry about. You see, you’re chairing a committee in the House that interests me. It’s just that I don’t approve of your opposition to bill H.R. three-seven-five. You’re going to change that position, Rawlins. You’re going to throw your full support behind that bill.…”

Phyllis Maxwell walked past the front desk in the Hay-Adams toward the Lafayette Room. There was the usual luncheon crowd waiting to be seated; it did not concern her. The Lafayette captain would spot her and usher her past the others to her table. She was fifteen minutes late; that was good. Her lunch date would be nervous, worried, wondering if she had forgotten; that was very good. He would be on the defensive.

She stopped by a full-length mirror, pleased with what she saw. Rather not bad, she thought. Not bad at all for a once plain, overweight girl named Paula Mingus from Chillicothe, Ohio, who was a good forty-seven. She was … well, elegant was appropriate. She was slender, the legs tapered, the breasts firm, the neck long—almost Grecian, really—nicely accentuated by the pearl choker. And it was a good face. Again the word elegant was quite applicable. Her eyes, of course, were striking; everyone remarked about them. Speckled, curious, the eyes of an experienced newspaperwoman. She used her eyes well, boring into whomever she interviewed, carrying the message: I don’t believe you for a second. You’ll have to do better than that.

She had pried a lot of truth from a lot of liars with her eyes. More than once she’d stunned Washington with a confirmed story many knew existed but never thought they would see in print. She had forced confirmations, often by remaining silent, letting her eyes do the work.

Of course, there were times when the eyes did more than doubt; they often promised. But she did not fool herself. Forty-seven was not twenty-seven, elegant or no. As the years went by, there were far more probes than promises. For a number of reasons.

Phyllis Maxwell was the name, not Paula Mingus of the Chillicothe Minguses; the first editor who let her have a byline had changed that a quarter century before. And she was good; she took her job seriously. She went after the hard news.

like today. There was something rotten, deeply rotten, in the ongoing election campaign. Money was being gathered in staggering sums from reluctant contributors. Threats undefined and assurances impossible to guarantee were being used as weapons.

“Miss Maxwell! So good of you to join us.” It was the Lafayette captain.

“Thank you, Jacques.”

“Right this way, Miss Maxwell. Your party is here.”

He was. A cherub-faced, bland-looking young man with scrubbed skin and eager eyes sprang to obsequious attention at the booth. Another clean-cut liar; they were everywhere. Stroke her. Phyllis could hear the instructions.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said.

“Who’s late? I just got here.” He smiled.

“Then, you were late, weren’t you.” It was a statement, accepted with a clumsy smile. “Never mind, Paul. Have a drink. You need one, and I won’t snitch.”

He did. Three. And he barely touched his eggs Benedict. Instead, he could not bear the waiting. “I’m telling you, Phyl, you’re barking up the wrong tree! You don’t want to saw yourself off the limb!”

“You’re mixing your metaphors. You people do that a lot, Paul. Usually when you’ve got something to hide.”

“We’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Then let’s get to business,” she interrupted. Small talk irritated her; plunging in was one of her most effective techniques. “My information is as follows: Two airlines seeking new routes were told—not very subtly—that the CAB might look unfavorably, et cetera, et cetera, unless sizable contributions, et cetera. A major trucking firm was reached by the Teamsters. Contribute heavily or face a possible strike. The largest pharmaceutical company in the East was threatened with an investigative inquiry from the FDA two days after it was solicited. They paid up. There’ll be no inquiry. Four banks. Four leading banks, Paul. Two in New York, one in Detroit, one in Los Angeles—all seeking mergers—were told their petitions might be tied up for years unless they reached sympathetic people. Contributions were made; favorable responses were received. Now, this is all documented. I’ve got names, dates, and figures. I intend to blow a very shrill whistle unless you’ve got answers that isolate—and I mean isolate—these eight examples from the rest of the campaign. You’re not going to buy this or any other election. My God, you damn fools! You don’t have to!”

The cherub paled. “You’ve got it all wrong! The radical posture expressed by the opposition would tear this nation apart. Weaken its very foundations, its fundamental liberties—?”

“Oh, stop it, you ass!”

“Miss Maxwell?” It was Jacques. A telephone was in his hand. “A call for you. Shall I connect it?”

“Please.”

The captain inserted plug into jack. He bowed and left.

“This is Phyllis Maxwell.”

“I’m sorry to disturb your lunch.”

“I beg your pardon. I can’t hear you.”

“I’ll try to speak more clearly.”

“Who is this?” The voice on the telephone was a whisper. Eerily flat and in an upper register. “Is this a joke?”

“Most emphatically not, Miss Mingus.”

“Maxwell’s my byline. The fact that you know my given name doesn’t shock me. It’s on my passport.”

“Yes, I know,” came the oddly horrible, whispered reply. “I’ve seen it registered at Immigration on the island of Saint Vincent. In the Grenadines, Miss Mingus.”

The blood drained from Phyllis Maxwell’s face; a terrible pain shot through her head. Her hand trembled. She thought she was going to be sick.

“Are you still there?” asked the horrible whisper.

“Who are you?” She could barely speak.

“Someone you can trust. Be assured of that.”

Oh, God! The island! How was it possible? Who could care that much? What filthy mentality would take the trouble?… In defense of righteousness! But the righteous were wrong. It was freedom. From furtiveness and suspicion. Whom did they hurt?

Every year, for three weeks only, Phyllis Maxwell left Washington ostensibly for total seclusion at a retreat in Caracas. But Paula Mingus did not stay in Caracas; she—and others—flew to the Grenadines, to their island. And there they were themselves. Women who found the fullest expressions of love. With other women.

Paula Mingus was a lesbian. Phyllis Maxwell—in the interests of professionalism and at great, great cost to her well-being—did not acknowledge that word.

“You’re obscene,” she whispered to the terrible whisper.

“Most people would apply that word to you. You’d become your own dirty joke, your career destroyed. If the undeniable story were released.”

“What do you want?”

“You must assure that very sincere young man with you that you will no longer pursue the topics you’ve obviously discussed by now. You will publish nothing.”

Phyllis Maxwell replaced the telephone. Tears welled in her speckled, professional eyes. She was barely audible as she spoke.

“Is there nothing you won’t do?”

“Phyl, I swear to you—?”

“Oh, God! Steal the country!”

She got up and ran out of the restaurant.

Carroll Quinlan O’Brien, known as Quinn to his colleagues at the bureau, walked into his office and sat down behind his desk. It was nearly eight o’clock; the night force was well into its shift, which meant half the offices were empty.

But sixty-four percent of all violent crimes took place between the hours of seven thirty P.M. and six A.M., reflected O’Brien, and the country’s major law-enforcement instrument was half-staffed during that time.

It was not a valid criticism. The bureau wasn’t a field agency, it was a fact-finding house; and data was most obtainable when the rest of the country was awake. No, it was not a valid point to make, although vast reorganization was taking place; that’s what everyone said.

They might start with Hoover’s ridiculous term Seat of Government. S.O.G. It was just as definitive to say FBI and far less pretentious.

There was so much that was antediluvian, thought O’Brien. Confused organization charts. Contradictory and overlapping areas of assignment; strength where it was unnecessary, weakness where strength was mandatory. Dress codes, parameters of behavior—social, sexual, and meditative. Punishments meted out for inconsequential misbehavior, valid reprimands avoided by flattery and obsequiousness. Fear, fear, fear. It had run the bureau for as long as Quinn had been in Washington.

For four years he had kept his mouth shut. He and a few others who honestly believed they brought a touch of sanity to the upper levels of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. They were also in a position to keep their eyes out for the truly irregular, the conceivably dangerous. And let others know when they had to know.

He himself had funneled information to the intelligence community on a fairly regular basis when the director’s fury over real or imagined insults prohibited liaison. He was reminded of the practice as his eyes fell on the small silver shamrock that hung on a chain around his pen set. It was a gift from Stefan Varak over at NSC. He had first met Varak two years before, when Hoover had refused to deliver profile data on Eastern-bloc UN personnel. The National Security Council needed that information. O’Brien had simply walked into Section I, made copies, and given them to Varak during their first dinner together. There’d been a great many dinners since. He had learned a lot from Varak.

Now Hoover was dead, and things were going to change. That’s what everyone said. Quinn would believe it when he saw the directives. Then, perhaps, the decision of four years ago would make sense.

He had never fooled himself or his wife. His appointment to the FBI was a political cosmetic. He had been an assistant prosecutor in Sacramento when he’d been swept into the Vietnam War because of his reserve-officer status. He had not been assigned to legal work; he had been put into G2 for reasons vaguely related to criminal prosecution. A forty-plus lawyer suddenly transformed into an investigator for Army Intelligence. That was in 1964. Finally, unexpected combat in the northern sectors, capture, two years of survival under the most primitive conditions, and escape.

He had escaped in March of 1968 and had made his way through the torrential rains southwest across enemy lines, into UN territory. He had lost fifty pounds; his body was ravaged. And he had returned a hero.

It was a time when heroes were sought. They were needed desperately. Discontent had spread, myths were decaying. The FBI was not exempt, and Quinn’s investigatory talents were noted; Hoover was impressed with heroes. So an offer had been made. And the hero had accepted.

His reasoning had been simple. If he could start fairly high up the ladder and learn fast and well, there would he other fine opportunities within the Justice Department. Far more than in Sacramento. Now he was a forty-nine-year-old ex-hero who had learned very well indeed and had kept his mouth shut. He had learned very well, and that was what bothered him now.

Something was wrong. Something had not happened that should have happened. A vitally important element of Hoover’s dictatorial reign had neither been revealed nor explained.

J. Edgar Hoover had had in his personal possession hundreds—perhaps thousands—of highly inflammatory dossiers. Files that contained devastating information about many of the nation’s most influential and powerful men and women.

Since Hoover’s death, however, nothing had been said about those files. There were neither demands to acknowledge their existence nor outcries for their destruction. It was as if no one wanted to be associated with bringing them to light. The fear of inclusion was too great; if nothing were said, perhaps they would fade into oblivion.

But that was not realistic; those files had to be somewhere. So Quinn had begun asking questions. He had started with the shredding rooms. Nothing had come down from Hoover’s office in months. He had checked the microfilm and microdot laboratories. There had been no reductions of dossiers made within memory. Then he’d scrutinized the entry ledgers—anything related directly to Hoover in the areas of authorized deliveries or pickups. Nothing.

He’d found his first clue in the security logs. It was a late entry, authorized by scrambler, on the night of May 1, the night before Hoover’s death. It had stunned him. Three field agents—Salter, Krepps, and a man named Longworth—had been admitted at eleven fifty-seven, but there had been no departmental clearance. Just authorization by way of the director’s private scrambler. From Hoover’s home.

It had not made sense. Quinn had then contacted the senior agent who had admitted the trio, Lester Parke. It hadn’t been easy. Parke had retired a month after Hoover’s death, drawing a minimum pension, but with enough money to buy a fair-sized condominium in Fort Lauderdale. That hadn’t made a hell of a lot of sense either.

Parke had clarified nothing. The senior agent had told Quinn that he had spoken with Hoover himself that night. Hoover, himself, had given specific and confidential instructions to admit the field agents. Anything else would have to come from them.

So Quinn had tried to find three field agents named Salter, Krepps, and Longworth. But “Salter” and “Krepps” were floating covers, names with biographies used by various agents at various times for clandestine operations. There was no record of the names having been assigned during the month of May; or if there was a record, Quinn was not cleared for it.

The information on Longworth had come in a little over an hour ago. It was so startling that Quinn had called his wife, telling her he would not be home for dinner.

Longworth had retired from the bureau two months before Hoover’s death! He was now living in the Hawaiian Islands. Since this was the confirmed information, what was Longworth doing in Washington, at the west entry desk, on the night of May 1?

O’Brien knew he had found serious, unexplained discrepancies in official logs, and, he was convinced they were related to the files no one talked about. Tomorrow morning he would go to the attorney general.

His telephone rang, startling him. He reached for it. “O’Brien,” he said, conveying his surprise; his telephone rarely rang after five in the evening.

“Han Chow!” The whisper seared over the line. “Remember the dead of Han Chow.”

Carroll Quinlan O’Brien lost his breath. His eyes had gone blind; darkness and white light replaced familiar images. “What? Who’s this?”

“They begged you. Do you remember how they begged you?”

“No! I don’t know what you’re talking about! Who is this?”

“Of course you know,” continued the cold whisper. “The Cong commander threatened reprisals—executions—if anyone at Han Chow escaped. Very few were capable of trying. They agreed not to for the sake of the others. But not you, Major O’Brien. Not you.”

“That’s a lie! There were no agreements! None!”

“You know perfectly well there were. And you disregarded them. There were nine men in your compound. You were the healthiest. You told them you were going, and they begged you not to. The next morning, when you were gone, they were taken out in the fields and shot.”

Oh, Christ! Oh, Holy Mary, Mother of God! It wasn’t the way it was meant to be! They could hear the artillery through the rain in the distance. They’d never get another chance like that! So close! All he had to do was get through to the guns! To the American guns! Once he got through, he would pinpoint the Han Chow compound on a map, and it could be taken. The men—the dying men—would be freed! But the rain and the sickness and the night played horrible tricks on him. He never found the guns. And the men died.

“Are you remembering?” The whisper was soft now. “Eight men executed so the major could have a parade in Sacramento. Did you know Han Chow was taken less than two weeks later?”

Don’t, O’Brien! Don’t do it! If they’re this close, Charlie will run and leave us! They won’t move us. We’d slow them down! They won’t kill us either! Unless you give them an excuse. Don’t give it to them! Not now! That’s an order, Major!

The words had been spoken in the darkness by a half-starved lieutenant colonel, the only other officer in the hut.

“You don’t understand,” he said into the telephone. “You’ve twisted everything. It’s not the way it was!”

“Yes it is, Major,” countered the whisper slowly. “A paper was found on a dead Viet Cong months later. On it was written the last testimony of a lieutenant colonel who knew what faced the prisoners of Han Chow. Eight men were shot because you disobeyed a direct order of your superior officer.”

“Nothing was ever said.… Why?”

“The parades had taken place. That was enough.”

Quinn O’Brien brought his hand up to his forehead. There was a hollowness in his chest. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you’ve involved yourself in matters that are no concern of yours. You will pursue them no further.”
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The immense figure of Daniel Sutherland stood at the far end of his chambers, in front of the bookshelves. He was in profile, tortoise-shell glasses on his enormous head, a heavy book in his massive black hands. He turned and spoke; his voice deep, resonant, and warmly pleasant.

“Precedents, Mr. Chancellor. The law is all too often governed by precedents, which in themselves are all too often imperfect.” Sutherland smiled, closed the book, and replaced it carefully in the shelf. He walked to Peter, his hand extended. In spite of his age he moved with assurance, with dignity. “My son and granddaughter are avid readers of yours. They were most impressed that you were coming to see me. It’s my loss that I haven’t yet had the opportunity to read your books.”

“I’m the one who’s impressed, sir,” replied Peter, meaning it, his hand enveloped. “Thank you for granting me an appointment. I won’t take up much of your time.”

Sutherland smiled, releasing Peter’s hand, putting him immediately at ease. He indicated one chair among several around a conference table. “Please sit down.”

“Thank you.” Peter waited until the judge had selected his own chair three places away at the end of the table. They both sat.

“Now, what can I do for you?” Sutherland leaned back, the expression on his dark face was kind and not without a tinge of humor. “I admit to being fascinated. You told my secretary it was a personal matter, yet we’ve never met.”

“It’s difficult to know where to begin.”

“At the risk of offending your writer’s sense of cliché, why not at the beginning?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know the beginning. I’m not sure there is one. And if there is, you may feel strongly that I have no right to know about it.”

“Then, I’ll tell you, won’t I?”

Peter nodded. “I met a man. I can’t say who he is or where we met. He mentioned your name with respect to a small group of influential people here in Washington. He said this group had been formed several years ago for the express purpose of monitoring the activities of J. Edgar Hoover. He said he believed you were the man responsible for this group’s existence. I’d like to ask you if it’s true.”

Sutherland did not move. His large dark eyes, magnified by the lenses of his glasses, were expressionless. “Did this man mention any other names?”

“No, sir. Not related to the group. He said he didn’t know of anyone else.”

“May I ask how my name surfaced?”

“Are you saying it’s true, then?”

“I’d appreciate your answering my question first.”

Peter thought for a moment. As long as he did not name Longworth, he could answer the question. “He saw it on something he called a tracer. Apparently it meant that you were to receive specific information.”

“About what?”

“About him, I imagine. Also about those people known to have been placed under negative surveillance by Hoover.”

The judge breathed deeply. “The man you spoke with is named Longworth. A former field agent, Alan Longworth, currently listed as an employee of the State Department.”

Chancellor tensed the muscles of his stomach in an effort to conceal his astonishment. “I couldn’t comment on that,” he said inadequately.

“You don’t have to,” replied Sutherland. “Did Mr. Longworth also tell you that he was the special agent in charge of this negative surveillance?”

“The man I spoke with made reference to that. But only a reference.”

“Then, let me amplify.” The judge shifted his position in the chair. “To answer your initial question. Yes, there was such a group of concerned individuals, and I stress the tense. Was. As to my participation, it was minor and limited to certain legal aspects of the issue.”

“I don’t understand, sir. What issue?”

“Mr. Hoover had a regrettable fecundity when it came to making unsubstantiated charges. Worse, he often cloaked them in innuendo, using provocative generalities against which there was little legal recourse. It was an unforgivable lapse of judgment, considering his position.”

“So this group of concerned men—?”

“And women, Mr. Chancellor,” interrupted Sutherland.

“And women,” continued Peter, “was formed to protect the victims of Hoover’s attacks.”

“Basically, yes. In his later years he could be vicious. He saw enemies everywhere. Good men would be let go, the reasons obscured. Later, often months later, the director’s hand was revealed. We were trying to stem this tide of abuse.”

“Would you tell me who else was in this group?”

“Of course not.” Sutherland removed his glasses and held a stem delicately between the fingers of his hand. “Suffice it to say, they were people capable of raising strong objections, voices that could not be overlooked.”

“This man you spoke of, this retired field agent—?”

“I didn’t say retired.” Again Sutherland interrupted. “I said former.”

Peter hesitated, accepting the rebuke. “You said this former field agent was in charge of surveillance?”

“Certain specific surveillances. Hoover was impressed with Longworth. He placed him in the position of coordinating the data on individuals with proven or potential antipathy to the bureau, or Hoover himself. The list was extensive.”

“But he obviously stopped working for Hoover.” Once more Chancellor paused. He was not sure how to ask the question. “You just said he was now employed by the State Department. If so, he was separated from the bureau under very unusual circumstances.”

Sutherland replaced his glasses, letting his hand drop to his chin. “I know what you’re asking. Tell me, what’s the point of your visit this afternoon?”

“I’m trying to make up my mind whether there’s a basis for a book on Hoover’s last year. On his death, frankly.”

The judge’s hand dropped to his lap; he sat completely still, looking at Peter. “I’m not sure I understand. Why come to me?”

It was Peter’s turn to smile. “The kind of novels I write require a certain credibility. They’re fiction, of course, but I try to use as much recognizable fact as I can. Before I start a book, I talk to a great many people; I try to get a feeling for the conflicts.”

“Obviously you’re very successful with the approach. My son approves of your conclusions; he was very firm about that last night.” Sutherland leaned forward, his forearms on the conference table. The trace of humor returned to his eyes. “And I approve of my son’s judgment. He’s a fine lawyer, albeit a little strident in the courtroom. You do respect confidences, don’t you, Mr. Chancellor?”

“Of course.”

“And identities. But of course again. You won’t admit you talked to Alan Longworth.”

“I would never use a person’s name unless he gave me permission.”

“Legally I’d suggest that you not.” Sutherland smiled. “I feel as though I’m part of a creation.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Neither would the Bible.” Again, the judge leaned back in his chair. “Very well. It’s past history now. And not particularly extraordinary; it’s done every day in Washington. An inherent part of the checks and balances of our government, I sometimes think.” Sutherland stopped and raised his right palm delicately toward Peter. “Should you use any part of what I tell you, you must do so with discretion remembering that the objective was a decent one.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Last March Alan Longworth was offered early retirement from one branch of the government, and under cover he was shifted to another. The shift took place in such a way as to remove him from the bureau’s scrutiny altogether. The reasons were self-evident. When we learned that Longworth was the coordinator of this negative surveillance—a very apt phrase, by the way—we showed him the dangers of Hoover’s abuses. He cooperated; for two months he pored over hundreds of names, recalling which were included and what the damaging information was. He traveled extensively, alerting those we thought should be warned. Until Hoover’s death Longworth was our deterrent, our defensive weapon, as it were. He was very effective.”

Peter was beginning to understand the strange, blond-haired man in Malibu. There had to be conflicting loyalties in the man; the agent must have been torn with guilt. It explained his odd behavior, the sudden accusations, the abrupt retreats.

“When Hoover died, this man’s job was finished, then?”

“Yes. With Hoover’s sudden, and I must say, unexpected death there was no further need for such a defensive operation. It ended with his funeral.”

“What happened to him?”

“It’s my understanding that he’s been compensated handsomely. The State Department transferred him to what I believe is referred to as soft duty. He’s living out his tenure in pleasant surroundings with a minimum work load.”

Peter watched Sutherland closely. He had to ask the question; there was no reason not to now. “What would you say if I told you my informant questioned Hoover’s death?”

“Death is death. How can it be questioned?”

“The way he died. By natural causes.”

“Hoover was an old man. A sick man. I’d say Longworth—you won’t use his name, but I will—might be suffering from intense psychological pressures. Remorse, guilt—it wouldn’t be unusual. He had a personal relationship with Hoover. Perhaps he now feels he betrayed him.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Then, what troubles you?”

“Something this man I talked with said. He said Hoover’s private files were never found. They disappeared with Hoover’s death.”

There was a flash of something—Chancellor did not know what; anger, perhaps—in the Negro’s eyes. “They were destroyed. All of Hoover’s personal papers were shredded and burned. We’ve been assured of that.”

“By whom?”

“That information I can’t possibly give you. We are satisfied; that much I can tell you.”

“But what if they weren’t destroyed?”

Daniel Sutherland returned Peter’s gaze. “It would be an extraordinary complication. One I would not care to dwell on,” he said firmly. Then the smile returned. “But it’s hardly a possibility.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’d know about it, wouldn’t we?”

Peter was disturbed. For the first time Sutherland did not sound convincing.

He had to be careful, Peter reminded himself as he walked down the steps of the courthouse. He was not looking for concrete facts, merely credibility. That’s what he was after. Supportive events ripped out of context and used to bridge the inevitable gap between reality and fantasy.

He could do it now. Daniel Sutherland had given him the answer to the basic enigma: Alan Longworth. The judge had explained the federal agent with perceptive simplicity. It was contained in the single word remorse. Longworth had turned against his mentor, the director who had awarded him the most confidential of assignments and written personal commendations on his service record. It was natural for Longworth to feel guilty, to want to strike back at those who had induced his betrayal. What better way than to question that death?

Knowing this freed Peter’s imagination. It removed whatever obligation he might have felt toward Longworth. The concept could be accepted for what it was: a fascinating idea for a book. Nothing more was needed. It was a game, a goddamned game; and the writer in Chancellor was beginning to enjoy it.

He stepped off the curb and hailed a passing cab. “The Hay-Adams Hotel,” he directed.

“I’m sorry, sir, it’s an unlisted number,” said the telephone operator in that peculiar condescension the Bell System reserved for such information.

“I see. Thank you.” Peter hung up and leaned back on the pillows. He was not surprised; he had not been able to find MacAndrew’s name in the Rockville, Maryland, directory. A Washington reporter he knew had told him the retired general lived in a rented house far out in the country, had lived there for several years.

But Chancellor was not a newspaperman’s son for nothing. He sat up and opened the telephone book at his side. He found the name he was looking for and dialed nine and then the number.

“United States Army, Pentagon Operations,” said the male voice on the other end of the line.

“Lieutenant General Bruce MacAndrew, please.” Peter spoke the rank and name in clipped cadence.

“Just one minute, sir,” came the reply, followed seconds later by the obvious. “There’s no listing for General MacAndrew, sir.”

“There was a month ago, soldier,” said Chancellor authoritatively. “Let me have Directory.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Pentagon Directory. Good afternoon.” The voice was female.

“There seems to be a foul-up somewhere. This is Colonel Chancellor. I’ve just returned from Command Saigon and I’m trying to reach General MacAndrew, Light General B. MacAndrew. I have a letter from the general dated twelve August Arlington. Has he been transferred?”

The operator took less than half a minute to find the information. “No, Colonel. Not transferred. Retired.”

Peter allowed himself the proper moment of silence. “I understand; his wounds were extensive. Do I find him at Walter Reed?”

“I have no idea, Colonel.”

“Then, let me have his telephone number and address, please.”

“I’m not sure I can—”

“Young lady,” interrupted Peter. “I’ve just flown ten thousand miles. The general is a close friend; I’m very concerned. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir. There is no address listed. The number on the print sheet is area code …”

Chancellor wrote as the woman spoke. He thanked her, pressed down the telephone button, released it, and dialed.

“General MacAndrew’s residence.” The drawl on the line obviously belonged to a maid.

“May I speak with the general, please?”

“He’s not here. He’s expected back in an hour. May I take your name?”

Peter thought swiftly. There was no point in wasting time. “This is the Pentagon Messenger Service. We have a delivery for the general but the PMS address is unclear. What’s the street number in Rockville?”

“RFD Twenty-three, the Old Mill Pike.”

“Thank you.”

He hung up and once again leaned back on the pillows, recalling Longworth’s statements about MacAndrew. The agent had said the general had thrown away a brilliant career, including perhaps the chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs, for no apparent reason. Longworth had suggested there could be a connection between some missing information in MacAndrew’s service record and the general’s resignation.

A thought struck him. Why had Longworth even brought up MacAndrew? What was MacAndrew to him?

Chancellor sat up suddenly. Had Longworth, in wanting to strike back at those who had manipulated him, manipulated the general? Had the agent himself used damaging information about MacAndrew?

If so, Longworth was playing a serious game. One that went way beyond the bounds of remorse. It depended on the general; what kind of man was he?

He was of medium height, with broad shoulders and a stocky build; he was dressed in chinos and a white shirt, open at the collar. His face was the face of a professional soldier; the skin was taut, the wrinkles deeply etched, the eyes noncommittal. He stood in the doorway of the old house on the back country road, a middle-aged man somewhat startled by a stranger whose features seemed vaguely familiar.

Peter was used to the reaction. His occasional appearances on television talk shows produced it. People rarely knew who he was but were sure they’d seen him somewhere.

“General MacAndrew?”

“Yes?”

“We haven’t met,” he said, extending his hand. “My name’s Peter Chancellor. I’m a writer. I’d like to talk to you.”

Was it fear he saw in the general’s eyes? “Of course I’ve seen you. On television, your photograph. I read one of your books, I think. Come in, Mr. Chancellor. Forgive my astonishment, but I—well—as you said, we’ve never met.”

Peter stepped into the hallway. “A mutual friend gave me your address. But your telephone’s unlisted.”

“A mutual friend? Who’s that?”

Chancellor watched the general’s eyes. “Longworth. Alan Longworth.”

There was no reaction whatsoever.

“Longworth? I don’t think I know him. But obviously I must. Was he in one of my commands?”

“No, General, I think he’s a blackmailer.”

“I beg your pardon?”

It was fear. The eyes darted briefly toward the staircase, then toward Peter.

“May we talk?”

“I think we’d better. It’s either that, or I throw you out on your ass.” MacAndrew turned and gestured through an archway. “In my study,” he said curtly.

The room was small, with dark leather chairs, a solid pine desk, and mementos of the general’s career on the walls. “Sit down,” said MacAndrew, indicating a chair in front of the desk. It was an order. The general remained standing.

“I may have been unfair,” said Peter.

“You were something,” replied MacAndrew. “Now, what’s this all about?”

“Why did you retire?”

“None of your damned business.”

“Maybe you’re right; maybe it’s not mine. But it’s somebody’s besides yours.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I heard of you through a man named Longworth. He suggested that you were forced to resign. That something happened a number of years ago, the information removed from your military record. He implied that this information became part of a collection of missing files. Dossiers that contained suppressed facts that could destroy the subjects in question. He led me to believe that you were threatened with exposure. Told to get out of the Army.”

For a long moment MacAndrew stood silently, frozen into position, his eyes a curious mixture of hatred and fright. When he spoke, his voice was flat. “Did this Longworth say what the information was?”

“He claimed not to know. The only conclusion I can draw is that it was of such a damaging nature that you had to follow instructions. If I may say so, your reaction would seem to bear out that assumption.”

“You prick bastard.” The contempt was absolute. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Peter met his eyes. “Whatever’s troubling you is none of my business, and perhaps I shouldn’t have come here. I was curious; curiosity’s a writer’s disease. But I don’t want to know your problem; believe me, I don’t want that burden. I only wanted to know why your name was given to me, and now I think I do. You’re a substitute. You make a pretty scary example.”

MacAndrew’s look grew less hostile.

“Substitute for what?”

“For someone under the gun. If those files really were missing, in the hands of a fanatic, and this fanatic wanted to use the information against another person—well, you’re what that other person would be like.”

“I don’t follow you. Why would my name be given to you?”

“Because Longworth wants me to believe something to the degree that I’ll write a book about it.”

“But why me?”

“Because something did happen years ago, and Longworth had access to the information. I know that now. You see, General, I think he used both of us. He gave me your name, and before he gave it to me, he threatened to expose you. He wanted a victim. I think—?”

It was as far as Chancellor got. With the speed born of a hundred combat assaults MacAndrew sprang across the space between them. His hands were curved into claws that dug into the cloth of Peter’s jacket, pressing down, then pulling up, yanking Chancellor to his feet.

“Where is he?”

“Hey! For Christ’s sake—?”

“Longworth! Where is he? Tell me, you prick bastard!”

“You crazy son of a bitch. Let me go!” Peter was larger than the soldier but no match for MacAndrew’s strength. “Goddamn it, be careful of my head!”

It was a silly thing to say, but it was all that came to mind. The soldier pinned him against the wall, the hard face with the furious eyes inches from his.

“I asked you a question. Now, you answer me! Where can I find Longworth?”

“I don’t know! I met him in California.”

“Where in California?”

“He doesn’t live there. He lives in Hawaii. Damn it, let go of me!”

“When you tell me what I want to know!” MacAndrew pulled Chancellor forward, then slammed him back into the wall. “Is he in Honolulu?”

“No!” Peter’s head ached beyond endurance, the pain spreading across his right temple, shooting down to the back of his neck. “He’s in Maui. For Christ’s sake, you’ve got to let go of me! You don’t understand—?”

“The hell I don’t! Thirty-five years down the chute. When I’m needed. Needed. Can you understand that!” It was not a question.

“Yes.…” Peter grabbed the soldier’s wrists with all the strength he had left. The pain was awful. He spoke slowly. “I asked you to listen to me. I don’t care what happened; it’s not my business. But I do care that Longworth used you to get to me. No book’s worth it. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? It’s a little late for that!” The soldier ex-ploded again, smashing Peter back into the wall. “This happened because of a goddamned book?”

“Please! You can’t—?”

There was a crash beyond the door. From the living room. It was followed by a terrible moaning—half chant, half mad, a toneless singsong. MacAndrew froze, his eyes on the door. He released Peter, throwing him into the desk as he reached for the doorknob. He pulled the door open and disappeared into the living room.

Chancellor supported himself on the edge of the desk. The room was spinning. He inhaled deeply, repeatedly, to regain his focus, to lessen the pain in his head.

He heard it again. The moaning, crazy singsong. It grew louder; he could distinguish the words.

“… outside is frightful but the fire is so delightful and since we’ve no place to go, … Let it snow! Let it snow! Let it snow! …”

Peter limped unsteadily to the study door. He looked into the living room—and wished he hadn’t.

MacAndrew was on the floor, cradling a woman in his arms. She wore a torn, disheveled negligee that barely covered a faded nightgown, itself old and worn. All around were fragments of shattered glass. The tulip stem of a smashed wine goblet rolled silently on a small rug.

MacAndrew was suddenly aware of his presence. “Now you know what the damaging information is.”

“… since we’ve no place to go, Let it snow! Let it snow! …”

Peter did know. It explained the old house way out in the country, the unlisted telephone, and the absence of an address at the Pentagon Directory. General Brace MacAndrew lived in isolation because his wife was mad.

“I see,” said Chancellor quietly. “But I don’t understand. Is this why?”

“Yes.” The soldier hesitated, then looked back at his wife, lifting her face to his. “There was an accident; the doctors said she had to be sent away. I wouldn’t do that.”

Peter understood. High-ranking generals in the Pentagon were not permitted certain tragedies. Other varieties, yes. Death and mutilation on the battlefield, for instance. But not this, not a tormented wife. Wives were to remain deep in the shadows of a soldier’s life, interference denied.

“… when we finally kiss good night, how I’ll hate going out in the storm …”

MacAndrew’s wife was staring at Peter. Her eyes grew wide, her thin, pale lips parted, and she screamed. The scream was followed by another. And another. She twisted her neck and arched her back, the screams wilder, uncontrollable.

MacAndrew held her tightly in his arms and stared up at Chancellor. Peter backed further into the study.

“No!” roared the general. “Come back out! Go to the light! Get by the light; put your face above the shade. In the light, goddamn you!”

Simply, blindly, Peter did as he was told. He edged his way toward a lamp on a low table and let the spill wash up into his face.

“It’s all right, Mal. It’s all right Everything’s all right.” MacAndrew swayed back and forth on the floor, his cheek hard against his wife’s face, calming her. Her screams subsided.

They were replaced with sobs. Deep and painful.

“Now, get out of here,” he said to Chancellor.
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Old Mill Pike swung west out of Rockville before turning south into the Maryland highway that led to Washington. The highway was nearly twenty miles from MacAndrew’s house, the old road to it cut out of the countryside, twisting and turning around massive boulders and rock-dotted hills. It was not rich country. But it was remote, isolated.

How MacAndrew must have searched for such a location! thought Chancellor. The setting sun was directly in front of him now, filling the windshield with blinding light. He pulled down the visor; it didn’t help much. His thoughts returned to the scene he had just left.

Why had the disturbed woman reacted so hysterically to the sight of him? He had been in shadow when she’d first seen him. She calmed down when he followed MacAndrew’s command to go into the light Could he have resembled someone so completely? Impossible. The windows of the old house were small, and the trees outside were full and tall, blocking the late afternoon sun. The general’s wife could not have seen him that clearly. So perhaps it wasn’t his face. Yet what else could it have been? And what nightmares had he evoked?

Longworth was despicable, yet he had made his point. What better way than to offer the pathetic figure of MacAndrew as the object of the most ruthless type of extortion? Taking Longworth’s premise that Hoover’s private files survived and could be used viciously, the general was the perfect subject The man in Chancellor was outraged, the writer primed. The concept was valid; there was a novel in the premise. He had a beginning based in recent events, Daniel Sutherland had provided the facts. And an example of what might have been; he himself had observed it.

He felt his energy flowing. He wanted to write again.

A silver car pulled alongside; Peter slowed down, allowing it to pass in the blinding yellow sunlight. The driver must know the road, thought Chancellor. Only someone familiar with the curves would pass, especially with the sun filling the windshield.

The silver car, however, did not pass. It stayed parallel; and if Peter’s eyes were not playing tricks on him, it narrowed the space between them. Chancellor looked across the diminishing gulf. Perhaps the driver was trying to signal him.

He was not—she was not. The driver was a woman. Her dark hair, crowned by a wide-brimmed hat, fell over her shoulders. She wore sunglasses, and her mouth was a splash of red lipstick emphasizing her pale white skin. An orange scarf billowed out from the top of her jacket. She stared straight ahead as if oblivious to the automobile beside her.

Peter pressed his horn repeatedly; the cars were inches from each other. The woman did not respond. A sharp downhill curve to the right appeared in the road. If he braked, he knew he would slide into the silver car. He held the wheel firmly to negotiate the turn, his eyes switching back and forth from the road to the automobile perilously close to him. He could see more clearly; the sunlight was blocked by trees.

It was an S curve; he swung the wheel to the left, his foot cautiously on the brake. The blinding light returned to the windshield; on his right he could barely make out the gully that lay beyond the road’s shoulder. He remembered seeing it when he’d driven out an hour before.

The impact came! The silver car collided with the side of his. It was trying to force him off the road. The woman was trying to send him into the gully! She was trying to kill him!

It was Pennsylvania all over again! The silver car was a Mark IV Continental. The same make of car he had driven that terrible night in the storm. With Cathy.

There was a flat stretch of road at the bottom of the hill. He stabbed the accelerator with his foot; sending his car forward in a burst of speed.

The Continental kept pace; his rented Chevrolet was no match for it. They reached the foot of the hill, the flat road now the course. Chancellor’s panic prohibited clear thought and he knew it He should simply stop the car … stop the goddamned car … but he could not. He had to get away from the horrible silver apparition.

His breath came erratically as he held the pedal against the floorboard. He drew slightly ahead of the Continental, but the silver mass of steel surged forward, its gleaming grill pounding the side of his door.

The dark-haired woman stared straight ahead impassively as if unaware of the terrible game she played.

“Stop it! What are you doing?” Peter screamed through the open window. She acknowledged nothing.

But the Mark IV dropped back again. Had his screams gotten through? He gripped the wheel with all his strength; perspiration covered his hands and rolled down his forehead, adding to the blindness of the sunlight.

He was jolted; his head snapped back, then crashed forward into the windshield. The impact came from behind. Through the rearview mirror he could see the glistening hood of the Continental. It crashed again and again into the trunk of the Chevrolet. He swung to the left side of the road; the Mark IV did the same. The pounding continued. Peter weaved back and forth. If he stopped now, the larger, heavier car would plow into him.

There was nothing else he could do. He spun the wheel violently to the right; the Chevrolet lurched off the road. A final crash propelled the rented car into a lateral spin; it swerved, the tail swinging to the forward left side, causing it to smash sideways into a barbed-wire fence.

But he was off the road!

He slammed his foot back onto the accelerator. He had to get away. The car bolted into the field.

The sickening thud of a collision came. Peter ducked, hovering over the wheel, his whole body lifted off the seat. The motor raced thunderously, but the Chevrolet had stopped.

He had crashed into a large rock in the field. Involuntarily, his neck arched back on the seat; blood ran down his nostrils profusely, mingling with the perspiration on his face.

Through the open window he saw the silver Continental racing away to the west down the flat stretch of road in the sunlight. It was the last thing he saw before his eyes closed.

He could not tell how long he’d been there, slumped in his own darkness. In the distance he heard the sound of a siren. Then soon a uniformed figure was outside the window. An arm reached in and turned off the ignition.

“Can you respond?” the patrolman asked.

Peter nodded. “Yes. I’m all right.”

“You’re a mess.”

“It’s just a nosebleed,” replied Chancellor, fumbling for a handkerchief.

“Do you want me to radio for an ambulance?”

“No. Help me out. I’ll walk around.”

The officer did. Peter limped into the field, blotting his face, finding his sanity again.

“What happened, mister? I’ll need your license and registration.”

“It’s a rented car,” said Chancellor, taking his wallet from his pocket, withdrawing his license. “How come you’re here?”

“Headquarters got a call from the owner of the property. Over there. That farmhouse.” The patrolman gestured toward a house in the distance.

“They just called? They didn’t come out?”

“It was a woman. Her husband’s not home. She heard the crash and the racing motor. The circumstances were suspicious, so headquarters told her to stay inside.”

Chancellor shook his head, bewildered. “The driver was a woman, too.”

“What driver?”

Peter told him. The officer listened; he pulled a notebook from his pocket and wrote it all down.

When Chancellor had finished, the patrolman studied his notes. “What are you doing in Rockville?”

Peter did not want to mention MacAndrew. “I’m a writer. I often take long drives when I’m working. It clears the head.”

The officer looked up from his notebook. “Wait here. I’ll radio in.”

Five minutes later, the man returned from the patrol car, shaking his head. “Jesus! What they let on the road these days! They got her, Mr. Chancellor. Everything you said checked out.”

“What do you mean?”

“Crazy bitch was spotted outside of Gaithersburg. She played chicken with a goddamned mail truck! Can you beat that? With a mail truck! They got her in the drunk tank. Her husband’s been called.”

“Who is she?”

“Wife of some Lincoln-Mercury dealer in Pikesville. Got a record of drunken driving; her license was revoked a couple of months ago. She’ll get off with probation and a fine. Her husband’s a wheel.”

The irony was not lost on Peter. Ten miles back a broken man, a career soldier with no future, cradled a tormented woman in his arms. Ten or twenty miles ahead an automobile salesman was racing down the highway, the fix already begun.

“I’d better get to a phone and call the rental agency about the car,” said Chancellor,

“No sweat,” replied the patrolman, reaching into the Chevrolet “I’ll take the keys. Give them my name, and I’ll meet the tow truck. Tell them to ask for Donnelly, Officer Donnelly in Rockville.”

“That’s very nice of you.”

“Come on, I’ll drive you into Washington.”

“Can you do that?”

“Headquarters cleared it. The accident took place within our municipal limits.”

Peter looked at the patrolman. “How did you know I was staying in Washington?”

For an instant the officer’s eyes went blank. “You’re pretty shook up. You mentioned it a few minutes ago.”

The silver Continental came to a stop beyond the bend in the road. The wail of the siren diminished in the distance. Soon it would fade, and the man in uniform would do his job. A man hired to impersonate a nonexistent police officer named Donnelly, to provide Peter Chancellor with erroneous information. It was part of the plan—as was the silver Continental, the sight of which would have to terrify the novelist, evoking memories of the night he had nearly been killed.

Everything had to be orchestrated swiftly, thoroughly; each thread of truth, half-truth, and lie woven quickly throughout the net so that Chancellor would not be capable of distinguishing one from the other. All had to be accomplished within a matter of days.

Chancellor’s mind was the key. His life was expendable. The files were everything.

The driver removed the wide-brimmed hat and the sunglasses. Hands swiftly unscrewed the top of a cold-cream jar; Kleenex was pulled from a box on the seat, dipped into the cream, and scrubbed over the mouth until the lipstick faded. The scarf and the jacket were taken off and thrown to the floor of the car. Finally Varak removed the dark brown shoulder-length wig. And it, too, was deposited on the floor of the car. He checked his watch; it was ten minutes past six.

Word had reached Bravo. The high-pitched whisper might have made contact with another subject of Hoover’s private files. There was a congressman named Walter Rawlins, chairman of the powerful House Subcommittee on Reapportionment. Within the past week his behavior on the Hill had shocked his colleagues. Rawlins was a closet racist whose intransigence on several bills—one especially—had collapsed without explanation. He had absented himself during a number of crucial meetings, voting sessions he had sworn to attend.

If Rawlins had been reached, another name would be fed to Peter Chancellor.

As Peter approached the bank of elevators, he saw his image in a lobby mirror. He was, as Officer Donnelly had so aptly put it, a mess. His jacket was torn, his shoes filthy, his face streaked with dirt and dried blood. He was not exactly the picture of respectability the Hay-Adams was used to; he had the impression the desk clerks wanted him out of the lobby just as rapidly as possible, which was all right with him. He wanted a hot shower and a cold drink.

He saw a woman approaching as he waited for the elevator. It was the newspaperwoman Phyllis Maxwell, her face familiar from scores of televised press conferences.

“Mr. Chancellor? Peter Chancellor?”

“Yes. Miss Maxwell, isn’t it?”

“I’m flattered,” she said.

“So am I,” he replied.

“What in heaven’s name happened? Were you mugged?”

Peter smiled. “No, not mugged. Just in a minor accident.”

“You’re a mess.”

“There seems to be general agreement about that. I’m going to my room to clean up.”

The elevator arrived; its doors opened. Phyllis Maxwell spoke quickly. “Afterward would you agree to an interview?”

“Good lord, why?”

“I’m a newspaperwoman.”

“I’m not news.”

“Of course you are. You’re a best-selling author, probably in Washington to research another book like Counterstrike! I find you limping across the Hay-Adams lobby, looking as though a truck had run over you. That’s potential news.”

“The limp’s not new, and the accident was minor.” Peter smiled. “If I were working on something, I wouldn’t talk about it”

“Even if you did and you didn’t want it public, I wouldn’t print it”

Peter knew she was telling the truth. He’d heard his father call her one of the best correspondents in Washington. Which meant she was a student of Washington; she might tell him things he wanted to know. “Okay,” he said. “Give me an hour, will you?”

“Fine. In the lounge?”

Chancellor nodded. “Okay. See you in an hour.” He entered the elevator, feeling foolish. He was about to suggest that she could wait upstairs in his suite. Phyllis Maxwell was a striking woman.

He showered for nearly twenty minutes, far longer than usual. It was part of his recovery process when he was agitated or depressed. He’d learned little tricks over the past months, small indulgences that helped restore whatever equilibrium he had temporarily lost. He lay down naked on the bed and stared at the ceiling, breathing deeply.

The time passed; his calm was restored. He dressed in a brown leisure suit and went downstairs.

She was at a small table in the corner. The lounge was so dimly lit he could barely see her, but the flickering candles picked up the features of her handsome face. If not the youngest, Phyllis Maxwell was the best-looking woman there.

The opening conversation was relaxed and comfortable. Peter ordered a round of drinks, and then a second. They talked about their respective careers from Erie, Pennsylvania, and Chillicothe, Ohio, to New York and Washington. Peter ordered a third drink.

“I shouldn’t,” said Phyllis firmly, but not firmly enough. “I can’t remember when I’ve had three drinks at one sitting. It gets in the way of my imprecise shorthand. But then I can’t remember interviewing a most attractive … young novelist before.” Her voice slipped into a low register, Somewhat nervously, thought Chancellor.

“Not that attractive and, God knows, not so young.”

“The point is, neither am I. My days of irreverent youth took place when you were learning algebra.”

“That’s downright condescending, as well as false. Look around you, lady. There’s no one here in your league.”

“Thank God it’s dark, or I’d have to describe you as a charming liar.” The drinks came; the waitress left. Phyllis took out a small notepad. “You don’t want to discuss whatever you’re working on. That’s all right. Tell me what you think of today’s fiction. Has entertainment returned to the modern novel?”

Peter looked across the table at the speckled, anxious eyes. The candlelight made them appear larger and softened the lines on her face. “I didn’t know you wrote for the comics section. Or am I categorized?”

“Are you offended? I think it’s an interesting subject. What does a well-paid, well-received storyteller think? God knows you make your theories clear. They’re hardly comic.”

Chancellor grinned. Phyllis Maxwell was succinct; she was no doubt devastating to any storyteller who took himself too seriously. Peter answered carefully, eager to get to another subject. She jotted down notes as he talked. She was an expert interviewer, as he had expected.

Their drinks were finished. Peter nodded at the glasses. “Another?”

“No thanks! I just misspelled the.”

“Do you use the in shorthand?”

“Another reason I should refuse.”

“Where are you having dinner?”

Phyllis hesitated. “I have an engagement.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why not?”

“You haven’t looked at your watch. Organized women check their watches if they have dinner engagements.”

“Not all women are alike, young man.”

Peter reached across the table, covering her wrist. “What time’s your dinner date?”

At his touch she stiffened. Then quickly resumed the game. “That’s not fair.”

“Come on, what time?”

She smiled, blinking her eyes. “Eight thirty?”

“Forget it,” he said, removing his hand. “He’s given up and left. It’s ten past nine. You’ll have to have dinner with me.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“We’ll eat here, okay?”

Again she hesitated. “All right.”

“Would you rather go someplace else?”

“No, this is fine.”

Peter grinned. “We may not be able to tell the difference.” He signaled the waitress, indicating a refill. “I know, I know. I’m incorrigible,” he said. “May I ask you a couple of questions? You know Washington as well as anyone I can think of.”

“Where’s your notebook?” She put hers away in her purse.

“I’ve got a running tape in my head.”

“That’s not reassuring. What do you want to know?”

“Tell me about J. Edgar Hoover.”

At the sound of the name, Phyllis’s eyes made sharp, angry contact with his. And yet there was more than anger, thought Chancellor.

“He was a monster. I speak ill of the dead without the slightest compunction.”

“All bad?”

“Within recent memory, yes. I’ve been in Washington sixteen years. I can’t remember a year when he didn’t destroy someone of extraordinary value.”

“You put it strongly.”

“I feel strongly. I despised him. I saw what he did. If ever there was an example of terror by fiat, he personified it. The story hasn’t been told. I don’t think it ever will be.”

“Why not?”

“The bureau will protect him. He was the monarch. The heirs apparent won’t let the image be tarnished. They fear infected bloodlines, and they damned well should.”

“How can they stop it?”

Phyllis coughed a derisive laugh. “Not can, did. The furnaces, dear; little dark-suited robots went through the whole damn building burning anything and everything remotely harmful to their deceased progenitor. They’re after canonization; it’s their best protection. Then it’s business as usual.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“The word—and I grant you it’s hearsay—is that Clyde showed up at Eddie’s house before the body was cold. They say he and a few courtiers went from room to room with portable shredders.”

“That Toison?”

“The Tulip himself. What he didn’t burn, he banked.”

“Are there witnesses?”

“I suppose so.” Phyllis stopped. The waitress was at the table; she removed the empty glasses, replacing them with new drinks.

Peter looked up at the girl. “Should we reserve a table in the dining room?”

“I’ll take care of it, sir,” replied the waitress, backing away.

“The name is—?”

“I know, sir. Maxwell.” The waitress left.

“I’m impressed,” said Chancellor, smiling, seeing the satisfaction in Phyllis’s eyes. “Go on. Were there witnesses?”

Instead of answering, she leaned forward. The open space at the top of her blouse swelled as her breasts rose. Peter was drawn to them; she seemed oblivious to his interest.

“You’re working on a book about Hoover, aren’t you?”

“Not the man himself. Not his story as such, although it’s a vital part. I have to know as much as I can learn. Tell me what you know. Then I’ll explain, I promise.”

She began in the lounge and continued at dinner. It was an angry narrative, the anger heightened by her professionalism. Phyllis would not print what she could not document, and the documentation was impossible, regardless of the existing truth.

She spoke of senators and congressmen and cabinet members made to toe the Hoover line or face the Hoover wrath. She described powerful men weeping, remaining silent when silence was abhorrent to them. She detailed Hoover’s actions following the assassinations of both Kennedys and Martin Luther King. His behavior had been obscene, his joy apparent, his responsibility denied.

“The press is convinced he withheld damaging information from the Warren Commission. God knows how devastating it was; it might have altered the judgments at Dallas. And Los Angeles, and Memphis. We’ll never know.”

She outlined Hoover’s use of electronic and telephone surveillance; it was worthy of the gestapo. No one had been sacrosanct; enemies and potential enemies had been held at bay. Tapes had been spliced and edited; guilt had come by remote association, innuendo, hearsay, and manufactured evidence.

As she talked, Peter sensed a fury beyond mere contempt She drank wine during the meal; she drank brandy afterward. When she was finished, she was silent for several moments, then forced a smile. Her anger had burned up much of the alcohol; she was in control of herself, but she was not quite sober.

“Now, you promised. And I promised not to print it. What are you working on? Another Counterstrike!?”

“There’s a parallel, I suppose. It’s a novel based on the theory that Hoover was assassinated.”

“Fascinating. But not credible. Who would dare?”

“Someone who had access to his private files. That’s why I asked you if there were any witnesses to the burning or shredding of Hoover’s papers. Anyone who actually saw them destroyed.”

Phyllis was transfixed, her eyes riveted on him. “And if they weren’t destroyed?…”

“That’s the assumption I’ll work under. Fictionally.”

“What do you mean?” Her voice was flat, abruptly cold.

“That whoever—fictionally—killed Hoover now has those files and is capable of extortion just as Hoover was. Not only capable, but actively operating. Reaching influential people, forcing them to do what he wants them to do. Hoover was obsessed with sex, so that’ll be a primary weapon. It’s always effective. Simple, very powerful blackmail.”

Phyllis moved back in her chair, her hands flat on the table. Peter could hardly hear her. “With a whisper over the telephone, Mr. Chancellor? Tell me, is this some kind of terrible joke.”

“Is it a what?”

She stared at him, her eyes wide, filled with an odd dread. “No, it couldn’t be,” she continued in that same cold, distant tone. “I was here in the lobby; it was my choice to be here. I saw you; you didn’t see me.…”

“Phyllis, what’s the matter?”

“Oh, dear God, I’m losing my mind.…”

He reached across the table for her hand. It was cold, trembling. “Hey, come on.” He smiled reassuringly. “I think the last brandy was doctored against you.”

Her eyes blinked. “Do you really find me attractive?”

“Of course I do.”

“May we go up to your room?”

He looked at her, trying to understand. “You don’t have to suggest that.”

“You don’t want me, do you?” There was no question in her words, not as she spoke them.

“I think I want you very much. I—”

She suddenly leaned forward, gripping his hand almost viciously, cutting him off. “Take me upstairs,” she said.

She stood above him, naked, beside the bed. Her firm breasts denied her years. Her hips swelled invitingly below her slim waist; her thighs were tapered, somehow Grecian. He reached for her hand, inviting her to the bed.

She sat down gracefully but hesitantly. He released her hand and touched her breast. She trembled and held her breath; then suddenly, unexpectedly, she turned and slid her hand over his stomach, to his groin.

Without words she rolled her naked body over his and pressed her face against his cheek. He could feel the moisture of her tears. She rolled again, now beside him, now spreading her legs, now pulling him on top of her.

“Be quick! Be quick!”

It was the strangest act of sex Peter had ever experienced. For the next several minutes—blurred, perplexing, without explanation—he made love to an accommodating but totally unresponsive body. He was making love to dead flesh.

It was over and he gently pivoted, swinging his legs away, his stomach off hers, his chest above her firm but unexcited breasts. He looked down at her, feeling at once compassion and bewilderment. Her neck was arched, her face pressed sideways into the pillow. Her eyes were shut tight, the tears streaming down her cheeks. Muffled sobs came from her throat.

He reached down and touched her hair, running his fingers through the strands. She trembled and pressed her face further into the pillow. Her voice was strained. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“I’m sorry. Can I get you a glass of water?”

“No!” She turned her tear-stained face toward him. Without opening her eyes, she screamed, and the scream filled the room. “But you can tell them! You can tell them now!”

“It was the brandy,” he whispered. It was all he could think of to say.
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Chancellor heard the birds first. He opened his eyes and focused on the skylight he had built in the ceiling between the heavy beams of his bedroom. Light was filtering through the tall trees.

He was home. It seemed as if he had been away for years. And it was a very special morning. It was the first morning of his life that he wanted to work in his own home.

He got out of bed, put on his bathrobe, and went downstairs. Everything was as he had left it, but infinitely neater. He was glad he had kept the previous owner’s furniture; it was comfortable and profuse with wood and looked lived in.

He walked across the room to the door leading into the kitchen. It was spotless, everything in its place. He was grateful to Mrs. Alcott, the stern-faced but cheerful housekeeper he had inherited with the house.

He brewed coffee and took it to his office. It had been the previous owner’s study, on the west side of the house with enormous windows in the garden-side walls, light oak paneling everywhere else.

The Nuremberg cartons were stacked neatly in the corner by the door, next to his Xerox machine. That certainly was not how he had left them; he’d opened them indiscriminately, scattering the contents over the floor. He wondered who had gone to the trouble to repack them. Again Mrs. Alcott come to mind. Or had Josh and Tony driven down, trying to put another part of his life together?

The cartons would stay in the corner. Nuremberg could wait. He had something else to do. He walked over to the long hatch table beneath the far window. His equipment was there, all the equipment he needed. Two yellow pads were on the left by the telephone, his sharpened pencils in the pewter tankard beside them. He carried his tools to the large coffee table in front of his leather couch and sat down. There was no hesitation. His thoughts came as rapidly as he could write.


To: Anthony Morgan, Editor.

Outline: Hoover Manuscript—Book Untitled.

In the prologue a well-known military figure—a sympathetic man, a thinker in the George Marshall tradition—has returned from a tour in Southeast Asia. He is about to confound Washington’s military establishment with evidence of grossly inflated success estimates and, more important, proof of incompetence and corruption in the command ranks. Wholesale slaughter has been the result of ineptness and mendacity in Saigon. Those few colleagues who know what he is about to do have pleaded with him not to do it; they claim his timing is disastrous. He replies that the way the war is being prosecuted is a disaster.

The soldier is approached by a stranger, who delivers a message to him, referring to an event that took place years ago; an incident born of temporary derangement, under extreme stress, but nevertheless an act of such impropriety—even indecency—that its revelation would discredit the soldier and destroy his reputation, his career, his wife, and his family.

The stranger demands that the soldier destroy the Saigon report, make no charges, remain silent. In essence, he is to let the military status quo continue—and thus, intrinsically, the slaughter. Failure to do so will result in the exposure of the damaging information. He is given twenty-four hours to decide.

The soldier’s frustration is climaxed by the longest casualty list forwarded from Saigon in months. The moment of decision comes. He is tormented, but ultimately he cannot disobey the stranger’s command.

In his living room he takes a file of papers from his briefcase (the incriminating evidence he brought back from Southeast Asia), crumples the pages and burns them in the fireplace.

There is a change of scene. We see the stranger walk into an enormous vault in the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He goes to a cabinet, opens it, and replaces the soldier’s file. He closes the drawer and locks it.

Printed in the center of the drawer’s index tab is:

A-L—Property of the Director



Peter sat back on the couch and scanned what he had written. He wondered if MacAndrew would recognize him-self. From what he had learned about him the fictionalized portrait was applicable. The general’s influence would be sorely missed at the Pentagon. But not by the Pentagon.


In the opening chapter four or five influential, very different people—in government and out—are shown in the grip of various stages of extortion. The blackmailers are concerned only with silencing dissent. Leaders of legitimate organizations representing the disaffected, the underprivileged, and the minorities are attacked. Accusations based on remote association, innuendo, hearsay, and manufactured evidence are hurled at the dissenters, crippling their effectiveness. The country is on its way to becoming a police state.



Peter stopped, struck by the words. Remote association, innuendo, hearsay, and manufactured evidence. They were Phyllis Maxwell’s words.

He went back to his writing.


The main character will be different from the usual suspense novel hero. I see him as an attractive middle-forties lawyer with a wife and two or three children. His name is Alexander Meredith. He is a late bloomer, just beginning to recognize his capacities. He has come to Washington for an interim appointment with the Justice Department. His field is criminal law. He’s a detail man with broad knowledge.

He has been hired to evaluate the procedures used by certain departments of the Federal Bureau of Investigation—a job created by the alarming increase of questionable methods used by the bureau’s field offices. Unsubstantiated charges have been made public; illegal searches and seizures have multiplied. Prosecutors at Justice are concerned that legitimate cases will be thrown out of court due to constitutional violations.

Meredith has been at the Washington job for a year, and what began as a relatively routine professional assignment has exploded into a series of staggering revelations.

Within the Federal Bureau of Investigation there is an ongoing covert operation designed to gather inflammatory information on a wide spectrum of public and private figures. Meredith makes the connection between several newspaper stories about influential men doing the astonishingly unexpected, and names he has unearthed at the bureau. These are, of course, the victims described in the first chapter. Two are startling. The first is a Supreme Court justice—a man Hoover is known to loathe—who suddenly resigns from the bench. The second is a black civil rights leader publicly condemned by Hoover, who is found dead, a suicide.

Alarmed, Meredith begins a search for concrete evidence of the illegal practices carried out within the FBI. He ingratiates himself with executive personnel close to Hoover. He feigns sympathies he does not have. He digs deeper and deeper, and what he discovers frightens him even more.

At the highest level of the bureau there is a small corps of fanatics blindly devoted to Hoover. They implement policies and carry out orders issued by the director with the full knowledge that many are grossly illegal. Meredith finds that there is one man, assigned to the field office in La Jolla, California, who acts as Hoover’s gunslinger. He consistently appears on the scene when the unexpected action of a national figure takes place. His description will match that of the stranger in the prologue.



Chancellor put down the pencil and finished his coffee. He thought about Alan Longworth, Hoover’s “gunslinger” in reality. Longworth remained an enigma. Assuming the premise that it was remorse over his betrayal of Hoover that had brought the agent to Malibu, why would he jeopardize his current situation in Hawaii? Why had he broken an agreement that could cost him his life? Why, ultimately, had he sent Peter to Daniel Sutherland, who instantly identified the former FBI man?

Was Longworth’s guilt so pervasive that there was nothing left of self-interest? Was his need for revenge so intense that nothing eke mattered? Apparently, that was the case. He had not hesitated to destroy MacAndrew in the process. And because Longworth had done that, Chancellor felt no compunction at including a portrait of the man in his novel.


Meredith gathers in his evidence; it is appalling. J. Edgar Hoover has compiled several thousand dossiers on the nation’s most influential people. They contain all manner of rumors, half-truths, and lies. Also, since few humans are saints, the files are rife with documented facts of the most damaging nature. Sexual appetites and aberrations are dwelled upon at length, the public exposure of which would destroy hundreds of men and women who otherwise conduct themselves responsibly, often brilliantly.

The existence of these files constitutes a threat to the country. What’s terrifying is that Hoover is actually using them. He is systematically making contact with scores of subjects he believes are in opposition to policies he favors, threatening to expose their private weaknesses if they do not retreat from their positions.

Meredith knows that the most alarming question of all must be answered: Is Hoover acting alone or has he allies? For if he has made a pact with his ideological counterparts in the intelligence community, the Congress, or the White House, the republic may well be near a state of collapse.

Meredith decides to take his evidence to an assistant attorney general. From that moment on, his life becomes virtually unbearable. The assistant A.G. is a decent man, although frightened. He is, however, the weapon; members of his staff have leaked portions of Alex’s report back to the bureau. The assistant attorney general removes it, and in his one courageous move, delivers it secretly to the office of a senator.



Peter leaned back on the couch and stretched. He had a prototype for his senator. Less than a year ago the man had been his party’s leading contender for the presidential nomination. He had held millions transfixed with the fiery integrity of his eyes. The incumbent President was no match for the senator’s clarity of thought, the depth of his vision, and his ability to communicate. His reasoned, calm exposition of the issues had evoked a sweeping acceptance across the land. And then something had happened to him. In a brief few minutes during a snowy winter morning the contest had been aborted. An intemperate speech had suicidally been delivered by an exhausted campaigner; the senator was effectively disqualified.

Chancellor leaned forward and took a fresh pencil from the tankard.


A pattern of psychological harassment is implemented against Meredith. His every move is watched; he is placed under continuous surveillance. Telephone calls—some obscene, some threats of physical abuse—are made to his wife. His children are questioned about their father by FBI agents during and after school hours. Automobiles wait outside the Meredith house at night; flashlights shine into darkened windows. Every day becomes a nightmare; the nights themselves are still worse.

The point is to cast doubt upon Meredith’s credibility by discrediting his life. He goes to the authorities; he tries to confront the men at the bureau as well as those following him; he approaches his congressman. All efforts to escape his own personal trial by terror fail. He is driven to the brink of resignation. Even the assistant attorney general will have no more to do with him. The man has been warned. Hoover’s insidious controls are everywhere.

You’ll note that I have used Hoover’s name. As they say, I speak ill of the dead without the slightest compunction—?



It was not “they” who said that, thought Chancellor, pausing for a second. It was Phyllis Maxwell who said it.


—? and, Mean Person, I intend to use it in the book. I see no reason to even faintly disguise the identity or cloak it in some nonsense like J. Edwin Haverford, praetor of the Federated Branch of Intelligence. I want to call him what he was: a dangerous megalomaniac who should have been forced from office twenty years ago. A monster—?



Phyllis Maxwell again. When he thought about it, the newspaperwoman had painted such a memorable—and grotesque—portrait that she was as much a springboard as Longworth had been. Her fury was contagious.


—whose tactics were more in tune with the policies of the Third Reich than those of a democratic society. I want people to be outraged by J. Edgar Hoover’s manipulations. (So you’d better show this to the legal department—Steve will probably have apoplexy and start some kind of estate search to see if there are relatives around who might sue.)

The preceding material will require six chapters, or roughly one third of the book. At this juncture, the focus will shift from Meredith to the victims of Hoover’s extortions. Primarily to the senator who is revealed to have been a target of Hoover’s.

Since these victims are men of considerable influence in the government, it’s credible that two of them would make contact. Here it will be the senator and an outspoken member of the cabinet who has opposed the President and is forced to resign. I envision a scene in which two strong figures admit to being helpless under Hoover’s assault. They are worthwhile giants brought to bay by an aging jackal.

However, a positive result comes from their meeting. They recognize the obvious: If Hoover can silence them, he can silence others. So they gather together a small group of men—



Peter lifted the pencil from the paper. He remembered Daniel Sutherland’s words about the Washington group: “And women, Mr. Chancellor.” But what kind of women would be recruited? Or selected? He smiled to himself. Why not a newspaperwoman? A character patterned after Phyllis Maxwell. However, unlike her; in the book the woman had to be a victim before becoming a member of the group. That was vital.


—and women for the purpose of mounting a defense against Hoover’s insidious attacks. They have a starting point: Hoover’s gunslinger. They go to the intelligence community and are covertly given every scrap of information that can be unearthed about the man. Dossiers, service records, bank statements, credit references—everything available.



Chancellor stopped writing. There it was again, the enigma named Longworth. Sutherland said that they had appealed to the agent’s conscience and had rewarded him with a soft job in Maui, his safety guaranteed. All that was, perhaps, credible, but what had Hoover been doing in the meantime? Had he just sat on his ass and said, “Sure, Alan, my boy. Your twenty years are up and you deserve your pension, and you have my best wishes for a pleasant retirement”?

Not likely. The Hoover that had been described to him would have had Longworth killed before cutting him loose.

There had to be another explanation.


The gunslinger is reached by the senator’s group. Through a combination of pressures he is recruited, and a medical deception is mounted. The man complains of prolonged abdominal pains and is sent to Walter Reed Hospital. The “report” is forwarded to Hoover: The agent is riddled with duodenal cancer. It has spread beyond surgery; his life expectancy is no more than a few months at best.

Hoover has no alternative. He releases the man, believing the agent is going home to die.

Thus, the anti-Hoover Nucleus is formed. The “retired” field agent is isolated and put to work. It will be established that he not only had access to the files but, being less a saint than an opportunist, pored over the dossiers with an appetite worthy of a KGB bureaucrat in the middle of a purge.

He provides the anti-Hoover group with hundreds of names and biographies. Names and facts trigger other names and additional facts. A master list of potential victims is prepared.

Its scope is frightening. Included are not only powerful men in the three branches of government but leaders of industry, labor, the academic world, and the news media.

The Nucleus—the name of the Washington group—must act immediately.

Confidential appointments are arranged. The agent is sent to scores of subjects, warning them of Hoover’s dossiers.

Their strategy will be described in rapid scenes. I won’t dwell on the specific information. It would be too confusing to introduce a whole new set of characters.

Speaking of the characters, I’ll get to them shortly. I want to carry out the plot line first.



Peter took a new pencil.


The turning point comes with two events: The first is when Alexander Meredith is contacted by the Nucleus. The second is the decision on the part of two or three of the Nucleus to assassinate Hoover.

This decision will be arrived at gradually, for these men are not killers. They come to regard assassination as an acceptable solution, and that is their unacceptable flaw. When Meredith learns of this, knowing that it is the decision of superior minds, all his values are put to a final test. For him murder cannot be a solution. He now struggles against opposing forces: the fanatics of the Bureau and those of the Nucleus.

His attempts to stop the assassination and expose the illegalities of the bureau supply the momentum to carry the book to its conclusion.

Fictionally, the most difficult aspect of the narrative will be precisely what horrifies Alex Meredith: the decision on the part of two or three extraordinary people to accept murder as the solution.

The blocks of logic here will have to be built carefully, so that no other solution appears to be at hand. I think the acceptance of assassination will come with two events “rearranged” from recent history: the withdrawal of the most qualified man from the presidential race, and the resignation of an innovative justice of the Supreme Court.

The Nucleus recognizes both of these catastrophes as the work of J. Edgar Hoover. Irreparable damage is being done to the body politic.



The pencil broke, its point shattered under the force of his pressure. He was getting angry again, and the rage should be used later, when he was writing the novel itself. Now was the time to think.

History had provided a peaceful solution. A madman’s death and the destruction of his recorded poisons had allowed the Nucleus—if Sutherland was right—to disband. The alert was over.

These were the facts. But he was not dealing with historical reality. What would such a group of concerned, decent people do if faced with the collapse of the checks and balances so vital to the open form of government? Would such a group consider execution? Assassination?

In one sense they would have no alternative. Yet in taking that action, they would be plunging themselves down to the same level as the murdered man. Therefore, not all would subscribe to such a solution, and no such solution would be openly proposed.

But two, or perhaps three, might consider it the only decision that could be made. And here would be the Nucleus’s flaw. Murder is murder, its definition altered only by specific conditions of war. Those who employ murder as a solution are ultimately no better than their targets. The Nucleus would harbor two or three members who would become committed killers.

As Peter conceived it fictionally.


In the Nucleus are two men, and perhaps a woman (the dramatic possibilities here are interesting), of stature, dedicated to the principles espoused by the rest of the group. What we see, however, is a gradual change in their perspectives. It is born of frustration and anguish, a genuine detestation of Hoover’s progress and the Nucleus’s apparent ineffectiveness. It is brought to a head by the manipulation of a presidential election and the repressive shaping of the court. They have been pushed to the wall; no alternatives remain. There is only assassination.

But that would remove only half the cancer, the other half being Hoover’s files. They must be taken. They cannot be allowed to fall into the hands of his successor after his death.

These rebels within the Nucleus conceive of a plan of execution and theft I think it should be written in a crosscut documentary style, the suspense heightened by the ingeniousness of the plan itself and the realization that at any moment an error of timing or reaction could blow it all apart.

This is as far as I want to go with the plot line at the moment.



Peter stretched his arms, wincing as a sharp pain shot through the muscles of his left shoulder. He did not give it an instant’s thought His concentration was on the page in front of him. Now it would begin. The people.

He started with shadows, formless shapes slowly coming into focus. And then names. As was his custom, he would sketch out his cast of characters, restricting each to a couple of pages, knowing that each in turn would lead to his or her own friends and enemies, known and unknown. Characters gave birth to other characters; it was often as simple as that.

In addition to those he had already considered—the soldier in the prologue, Alexander Meredith, Hoover’s gun-slinger, the senator, and the cabinet member—he would flesh out the group—the Nucleus—first. There would be several from outside the government: a scholar, a lawyer, perhaps. And unquestionably a judge, but not a Negro judge—that he could not do. There was only one Daniel Sutherland. And the women: They would have to be thought about carefully. The temptation to invent too close a fictional counterpart of Phyllis Maxwell had to be resisted. But some aspects of her would go into the book. He leaned forward and began.


There is a man in his seventies, an attorney named …



He could not tell how long he had been writing. Time was blurred, his concentration absolute. The sun was at quarter point in the sky, its rays streaming through the north window.

He looked at the pages next to the yellow pad; he had sketched no fewer than nine characters. His energy was flowing; he was grateful beyond words because the words were there at last.

The telephone rang, disorienting him. He walked across the room to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Is this here a writer by the name of Chancellor? A Peter Chancellor?” The man on the line spoke with a thick southern accent.

“Yes. This is Peter Chancellor.”

“What are you trying to do to me? You got no right—?”

“Who is this?”

“You know goddamned well who ah am.”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

“Fun-nee. Your friend Longworth come to see me in Washington.”

“Alan Longworth?”

“You got it. And you’re huntin’ in the wrong fields! You want to start a Nigra’ version of 1861 all over again, you go right ahead. But you better know what you’re doin’.”

“I haven’t the vaguest idea what you’re talking about Now, who the hell is this?”

“Congressman Walter Rawlins. Today’s Wednesday. I’ll be in New York on Sunday. We’re goin’ to meet.”

“Are we?”

“Yes. Before we both get our goddamned heads shot off.”
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He had done something he’d never done before: He had started writing the book before Morgan approved the outline. He could not help himself. The words kept leaping from head to paper.

With a twinge of guilt Peter admitted to himself that it did not matter. The story was everything. Through the story, a monster named Hoover was being revealed. It was important to Chancellor—somehow more important than anything he had ever tried to do before—that the Hoover myth be shown for what it was. Just as quickly as possible, so that it would never happen again.

But the work had to be interrupted for a day. He had agreed to meet with Rawlins. He did not want to meet with him; he had told Rawlins that whatever Alan Longworth had said to him, whatever threats he had made, Longworth was no friend of his. Peter wanted nothing further to do with him.

Still, Longworth had been in Washington four days ago when Rawlins telephoned. He was not back in the Hawaiian Islands. The enigma had reappeared. Why?

Chancellor decided to stay the night in his New York apartment. He had promised to have dinner with Joshua Harris.

He drove north on the old road parallel to the banks of the Delaware, through the town of Lambertville, and swung west up the long hill into Route 202. If he hit a minimum of country traffic, he’d reach the turnpike in forty-five minutes; from Exit 14 it was another half hour into New York.

There was almost no traffic. A few hay and milk trucks came cautiously out of dirt roads onto the highway, and speeding cars overtook him intermittently: salesmen who had covered the day’s territory, racing to the next motel. If he cared to, he could outrun just about anything on the road, he thought, fingering the thick steering wheel. His car was a Mercedes 450 SEL.

Fear had determined his selection of a car. He chose the heaviest he could find. As it happened, the car immediately available was a dark blue. That was fine; anything as long as it was not …

Silver?

Silver! He could not believe what he saw! Behind him! In the wide convex mirror outside the window, the image magnified by the curvature, the shining grill immense! It was a silver automobile! The silver Continental!

His eyes were playing tricks on him. They had to be! He was almost afraid to look at the driver; he didn’t have to. The silver car pulled alongside him, the driver in his direct line of sight.

It was the woman! The same woman! Two hundred miles away! The wide hat, the long dark hair, the sunglasses, the pale white skin punctuated by bright red lips above an orange scarf. It was insane!

He jammed his foot on the accelerator; the Mercedes lunged forward. Nothing on the road could keep up with him!

But the Continental did. Effortlessly. Effortlessly! And the macabre driver was staring straight ahead. As if nothing were unreal, nothing out of the ordinary. Straight ahead. At nothing!

Peter glanced at the speedometer. The needle wavered over a hundred. It was a dual highway; cars on the other side were blurs. Cars. Trucks! There were two trucks up ahead! They followed one another around a long curve in the road. Chancellor moved his foot off the accelerator; he would wait till he was closer.

Now! He pressed the brake pedal; the Continental shot ahead, pulling to the right side of the highway to block him.

Again, now! He stabbed the accelerator, turning the wheel counterclockwise, swinging to the left side of the road, the engine thundering as he sped past the terrible silver thing and the insane woman who drove it.

He raced past the two trucks in the curve, stunning the drivers, the Mercedes’s wheels half in the center island of autumn grass, the tires screaming.

Ringos. The sign on the road said Ringos! There was a Ringo years ago, at a place where death had occurred, a gunslinger firing in a burst of fury. Gunfight at the O.K. Corral.

Why did he think of such things? Why did his head ache so?


Buffalo Bill’ s
defunct.…

Jesus
he was a handsome man



 … e. e. cummings. Why did he think of e. e. cummings? What the hell was happening?

His head was splitting.

In the distance, perhaps a mile away, he could see an amber circle of light suspended in the air. For a moment he did not know what it was.

It was a traffic light at a highway intersection. Three cars up ahead were slowing down, one on the left, two on the right. He could not pass. They were half a mile away now. He slowed the Mercedes.

Oh, God! It was there again!

The Continental was approaching rapidly, its grill growing larger in the rearview mirror. But the traffic light was directly ahead; both cars would have to stop.

He had to control himself, control the pain in his head, and do what he had to do! The madness had to stop!

He pulled to the right side of the road behind the two automobiles and waited to see what the Continental would do. It swung into the left lane behind the single car but stopped directly alongside his Mercedes.

Chancellor snapped up the handle and leaped out. He raced over to the Continental and grabbed the door handle, pulling with all his strength.

The door was locked. He pounded on the window.

“Who are you? What are you doing?”

The impassive face—a macabre mask of a face—stared straight ahead behind the glass. There was no acknowledgment whatsoever.

Peter shook the handle and smashed his hand against the window. “You can’t do this to me!”

The drivers in the other cars peered out their windows. The light had turned green, but no one drove away.

Chancellor ran around the hood to the driver’s window, yanking the handle, hitting the glass.

“You crazy bitch! Who are you? What do you want?”

The terrible pale face, concealed by the hair and the glasses and the hat, turned and stared up at him. It was a mask, horrible and totally impassive. White powder and set, tight lips outlined in fiery red lipstick. He was studying some obscene giant insect made up to look like a ghastly clown.

“Goddamn it, answer me! Answer me!”

Nothing. Nothing but that terrible stare from the mask of that terrible face.

The cars ahead started to move. Peter heard the gunning of engines. He held onto the door, mesmerized by the macabre sight behind the window; he pounded the glass again.

“Who—?”

The Continental’s motor roared. His hand loosened its grip, and the Mark IV lurched forward, speeding through the intersection and up the highway.

Peter tried to read the license. There was none.

“You crazy bastard! I’ll break your head open, Motherfucker!”

The words, roared in anger, were not his words. The first of the two trucks he had insanely passed in the curve of the highway had come to a stop twenty yards away. Above the step to the driver’s cabin, a door opened and a barrel-chested trucker climbed out, a lug wrench in his hand.

“You son of a bitch! You damned near ran me off the road!”

Peter limped to the Mercedes. He threw himself into the seat and slammed the door, his fingers slapping down the lock. The trucker was within feet now, the wrench held high.

The Mercedes’s motor was still running. Chancellor reached for the gearshift and pulled it back, his foot hard on the accelerator, his hand on the wheel. The 450 SEL exploded in a burst of power; Peter gripped and swung the wheel to prevent the car from jumping the curb. He straightened it out and sped up the road.

It was a nightmare. A goddamned nightmare!

He sat alone in the living room of his apartment for over an hour. The lamp on top of the piano was the only source of light; sounds of the New York night came through the partially opened window. He wanted the air, and the sounds were reassuring. He was still perspiring, and the room was cool.

He had to control his panic. He had to think. Someone was trying to drive him out of his mind. He had to fight back; he had to trace the terrible mask of a face. He had to go back—to a country road in Maryland where the terrible face had first appeared.

What was the name of the patrolman in Rockville? Connelly? Donovan? He’d given it to the rental agency at Dulles Airport; he would call them and find out. Then he would call the patrolman and ask—?

The telephone rang. He winced and got up from the chair. The caller had to be the congressman from Virginia. No one else knew he was in town. Rawlins had said he’d telephone during the evening and they would set up a time and a place to meet.

“Hello?”

“Peter?”

It was Joshua Harris. Chancellor had forgotten completely about him. “Hey, I’m sorry, old friend. I had some problems. I just got in.”

“What’s the matter?” Alarm was apparent in Harris’s voice.

“I—” No, he would not tell Joshua. Not now. Everything was too confused. “Nothing serious. Car repairs. It took longer than I thought. Where are you?”

“I was about to leave for the restaurant. The Richelieu, remember?”

Yes, he remembered. But he could not sit through the leisurely pace of a meal at an elegant restaurant. He’d go out of his mind, wanting and not wanting to confide in his literary agent.

“Would you mind if we postponed for a day if it fits your schedule? To tell you the truth, I worked from four thirty this morning till four this afternoon. Then the drive.… I’m whacked out.”

“The Hoover book’s coming along, then?”

“Better and faster than I ever thought possible.”

“That’s fine, Peter. I’m happy for you. Strange, Tony didn’t tell me.”

Chancellor interrupted quietly. “He doesn’t know. It’s the longest outline I’ve ever turned in; it’ll take him days to read it.”

Why didn’t he just say he’d started the damned book?

“You’ll bring me a copy, of course,” Harris said. “I don’t always trust you two, left alone with all those words.”

“Tomorrow night, I promise.”

“Tomorrow night, then. I’ll switch the reservation. Good night, Peter.”

“Good night” Chancellor hung up and walked to the window overlooking Seventy-first Street. It was a quiet, tree-lined block, the sort of block that people associated with another time in the city.

As he looked out the window, he was aware of an image coming into focus. He knew it was not real, but he was incapable of stopping it. It was the macabre face in the Continental. He was looking at that terrible mask of a face! It was in the glass, staring out at him, unseen eyes behind the enormous dark glasses, the bright red lipstick painted with precision in a sea of caked white powder.

Peter shut his eyes and brought his hand up to his forehead. What had he been about to do before Josh called? It had something to do with that horrible image in the glass. And the telephone. He was going to use the telephone.

The telephone rang. But it had just rung a few moments ago. It could not be ringing again.

It was ringing. Oh, Christ! He had to lie down; his temple ached, and he was not sure—Answer the telephone. He limped across the room.

“Chancellor?”

“Yes.”

“Rawlins. How good are you in the morning?”

“Is that supposed to be a funny joke?”

“Huh?”

“I work in the morning.”

“That don’t concern me. You know a place here in New York called the Cloisters?”

“Yes.” Peter held his breath. Was that, too, a horrible joke? The Cloisters had been a favorite of Cathy’s. How many summer Sundays had they walked over its lawns? But Rawlins could not know that. Or could he?

“Be there at five thirty tomorrow morning. Use the west entrance; the gate will be open. There’s a path about four hundred feet north that leads to an open courtyard. I’ll see you there.” The phone went dead.

The Southerner had chosen a strange location, a stranger hour. They were the choices of a frightened man. Alan Longworth had once more triggered the fear; he would have to be stopped, this “retired” agent, this gun-slinger filled with remorse.

But it was no time to think about Longworth. Peter knew he had to rest. Four thirty would come quickly.

He walked into the bedroom, kicked off his shoes, and unbuttoned his shirt. He sat nearly at the edge of the bed. Involuntarily, his body slowly fell backward, his head sinking into the pillow.

And the dreams came. The nightmares.

The grass was moist with dew, the early light breaking in the eastern sky. Relics and statuary were everywhere, and gnarled trees that seemed transported through the centuries. The only thing missing was the music of a lute or gentle voices singing madrigals.

Chancellor found the path. It was bordered by flowers and led up a small hill toward stone walls that turned out to be a rebuilt garth of a thirteenth-century French monastery. He approached it and stood in front of an ancient archway. Inside the courtyard were marble benches and miniature trees in artistic isolation. It was eerily still. He waited.

The minutes went by; the early morning light grew faintly brighter, enough to pick up the glistening white of the marble. Peter looked at his wristwatch. It was ten minutes to six. Rawlins was twenty minutes late.

Or had the congressman decided not to come after all? Was the fear so great?

“Chancellor.”

Peter turned, startled by the whisper. It came from a cluster of bushes about thirty feet away, foliage that surrounded a wide pedestal on the grass. On top of the stand was the sculptured head of a medieval saint. Coming out of the shadows was the figure of a man.

“Rawlins? How long have you been there?”

“ ’Bout three quarters of an hour.” Rawlins walked toward Peter. No handshake was offered.

“Why did you wait so long to come out?” Peter asked. “I’ve been here since five thirty.”

“Five thirty-three,” said the Southerner. “I waited to see if you were alone.”

“I am. Let’s talk.”

“Let’s walk.” They started down the path that led away from the pedestal. “Something wrong with your leg?” asked Rawlins.

“It’s an old football injury. Or a war wound. Take your choice. I don’t want to walk. I want to hear what you have to say. I didn’t ask for this meeting, and I’ve got work to do.”

Rawlins’s face reddened. “There’s a bench over there.”

“There were benches inside the courtyard.”

“And maybe microphones.”

“You’re crazy. So’s Longworth.”

The congressman did not reply until they reached the white wrought-iron bench. “Longworth’s your partner, ain’t he? In this here extortion.” Rawlins sat down as he spoke. The dim light washed over his face; the bravado of seconds ago was fading.

“No,” answered Peter. “I have no partner and I’m not an extortionist.”

“But you’re writin’ a book.”

“That’s how I make my living. I write novels.”

“Sure. That’s why the Central Intelligence boys had a lot of soiled underwear in a ’round-the-clock laundry. I heard about that one. Thing called Counterstrike!”

“I think you’re exaggerating. What did you want to tell me?”

“Leave it alone, Chancellor.” The congressman spoke in a flat voice. “The information you got ain’t worth a thimble of piss. Oh hell, you can ruin me, but I’ll save my butt legally; I can do that. Then you gotta answer for what follows.”

“What information? Whatever Longworth told you is a lie. I have no information about you.”

“Don’t bullshit me. I don’t deny I got problems. I know what people like you think of me. I use the word nigger in private more than you’d like to hear; I got a fondness for pretty black ass when I’m juiced up—’though, goddamn it, I suppose that could be in my favor; I’m married to a bitch whore who can blow the whistle on me anytime and take just about everything I got north of Roanoke. I may live with all that, boy, but I do my job on that Hill! And I ain’t no killer! Do you understand?”

“Sure. Just your normal, everyday plantation family. Very quaint and lovable. You’ve said enough. I’m leaving.”

“No, you’re not!” Rawlins was on his feet, blocking Peter’s path. “Please. Listen to me. I’m a lot of things, but you can’t label me a redneck. No one with the brains to get naked out of the rain is any longer. ‘Cause the numbers and the motives ain’t what they used to be. The whole world’s changin’, and to be blind to that is to invite a goddamned bloodbath. Nobody wins; everybody loses.”

“Motives?” Chancellor studied the southerner’s face. It was devoid of artifice. “What are you driving at?”

“I never blocked responsible change. But I fight like a trapped cat when that change is irresponsible. To turn over million-dollar decisions to folks who ain’t qualified, who don’t have the brains to get out of the rain, that only sets everybody back.”

Peter was fascinated, as he always was when the image and the substance clashed. “What has this got to do with whatever it is you think I’ve got?”

“I was set up in Newport News! I was fed a barrel of sour mash and taken down dark alleys I never saw. I may have humped that little girl, but I didn’t kill her! I wouldn’t know how to do what they did to her! But I know who did it. And those black bastards know I know. They’re worse than scum; they’re nigger Nazis, killin’ their own, hidin’ behind—?”

There was a spit of air behind them, somewhere in the distance. And then the unbelievable—the inconceivable—happened. Chancellor stared in terror, unable to move.

Rawlins’s mouth had sprung open. A circle of red had formed above his right eyebrow. Blood spewed out, gushing at first, then rolling down in rivulets over the ashen skin and unblinking eye. Still, the body stood, frozen in death. And then, slowly, as if in some horrible ballet, Rawlins’s legs gave way and his corpse fell over, collapsing in the wet grass.

A muted expulsion of breath came from Peter’s throat; a scream had been born, but no sound came, his shock beyond any cry of terror.

There was another spit; the air waves shattered above him. And another; there was a ping, and the earth exploded beneath him. A bullet had ricocheted off the bench! Whatever remained of his instincts propelled him off his feet; he dove to his left, rolling on the grass and lunging out of the target area. There were more spits, more furious explosions of grass and dirt. A fragment of stone whipped past his ear; inches closer and he would have been blinded or killed. Suddenly his forehead scraped a hard surface, the palm of his hand stinging as it pressed against jagged rock. He had lurched into a monument of some kind, a medallion of stone surrounded by bushes.

He spun over on his back. He was hidden, but all around were the sickening thumps of bullets.

Then there were shouts, half crazed, hysterical. They came from over there, and there, and there! Moving, racing, fading. And finally one voice, one roar, hard and guttural, commanding obedience.

“Get out of here!”

A powerful hand gripped the front of his jacket, bunching his shirt and the skin beneath in its grasp, pulling him up from the stone shield. A second hand held a large automatic, a thick cylinder on its barrel. It was leveled in the direction the shots were coming from; bursts of fire and smoke spat out of its bore.

Peter was beyond speech, beyond protest. Above him was the blond-haired Longworth. The despised Alan Longworth was saving his life!

He crashed through the bushes, his body low, diving through sharp nettles to the grass beyond. He scratched the earth with his feet and hands, propelling himself forward. The air was gone from his lungs, but only escape mattered. He raced down through the gardens.
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He walked the streets like a man who wanders in deep sleep. Time and place were lost; disorientation had swept over him. His first thought was to find help, find the police, find someone who could impose order on the chaos he had barely lived through. But there was no one. He approached several pedestrians; they looked at his odd appearance and shook him off, hurrying away. He stumbled into the street; horns blew, automobiles skirted around him angrily. There were no police to be seen, no patrol cars in this quiet section of the city.

His temples throbbed, his left shoulder ached, his forehead felt as though it had been scraped with a file. He looked at the palm of his right hand; the skin was red; specks of blood had been forced to the surface.

Slowly, after he had walked for miles, Chancellor began to find part of his mind. It was a strange realization, a stranger process. Knowing and not knowing, aware of his very dangerous mental state. He vaguely understood that his defenses were not capable of repelling the assaults on his mind, so he tried to force the images from his consciousness. He was a man desperately trying to regain control. He had decisions to make.

He looked at his watch, feeling like a lost traveler in a foreign land who was told that if he had not reached a certain destination by a specific time, he had taken a wrong turn. He had taken a great many wrong turns. He looked up at the street sign; he’d never heard of the name.

The sun told him it was morning. He was grateful for that. He had wandered the streets for four hours.

Four hours. Oh my God, I need help.

His carl The Mercedes was back at the Cloisters, parked on the street in front of the west entrance. He put his hand in his trousers pocket and pulled out his money clip. He had enough for a taxi.

“Here’s the west gate, Mac,” said the driver with the florid face. “I don’t see no Mercedes. What time did you leave it?”

“Early this morning.”

“Didn’t you look at the sign?” The driver pointed out the window. “This is a busy street.”

He had parked in a towaway zone.

“It was dark,” said Peter defensively. He gave the driver his address in Manhattan.

The cab turned left onto Seventy-first Street from Lexington Avenue; Chancellor stared in astonishment. His Mercedes was parked in front of the brownstone, directly in front of the steps to his apartment. It stood there in eerie splendor, the dark blue glistening in the sunlight There was no other automobile like it on the block.

For an insane moment Peter wondered how it had been moved from across the street, where he had parked it the night before. Cathy must have moved it. She often did that because of the sidestreet parking regulations. Cars had to be removed by eight o’clock.

Cathy? Oh, Jesus, what was wrong with him?

He waited on the curb until the taxi disappeared. He approached the Mercedes, looking at it carefully, as if inspecting an object he had not seen in years. It had been washed and polished, the interior vacuumed, the dashboard cleaned, the metal parts gleaming.

He took out his key case; the climb up the steps seemed interminable. There was a typewritten note on the outside door, stapled to the wood.


Things got out of control. It won’t happen again. And you will not see me again.

Longworth



Chancellor ripped the note from the door. Then he looked carefully at the paper. The o’s of the script were slightly raised; the paper was a thick bond, cut off at the top.

The note had been typed on his typewriter. The paper was his stationery, his name removed.

“His name is Alan Longworth. Josh found out about him.” Peter leaned against the window, staring down at the Mercedes in the street.

Anthony Morgan sat in a leather armchair across the room, his long slender frame uncharacteristically rigid.

“You look like hell. Did you do much drinking last night?”

“No. I didn’t sleep well. What sleep I had was filled with nightmares. That’s another story—?”

“But not booze,” interrupted Morgan.

“I told you, no!”

“And Josh is in Boston?”

“Yes. The office said he was taking the four o’clock shuttle back. We’re supposed to have dinner tonight.”

Morgan got out of the chair; apparently convinced, he spoke emphatically. “Then for Christ’s sake, why haven’t you called the police? What the hell do you think you’re doing? You saw a man killed. A congressman was murdered in front of you!”

“I know, I know. You want to hear something worse? I blanked out. I walked around for damned near four hours in a fog. I don’t even know where I was.”

“Have you heard anything on the radio? The news must have hit by now.”

“I haven’t turned it on.”

Tony walked to the bookcase radio and tuned in a news station, keeping the volume low. Then he went to his writer, forcing Chancellor to turn from the window. “Listen to me. There’s no one I’d rather have you call than me. Except right now, the police. I want to know why you haven’t!”

Chancellor groped for words. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I can tell you.”

“All right, all right,” said Morgan gently.

“I’m not talking about hysteria. I’m learning to live with that. It’s something else.” He displayed his injured palm. “I drove my car to Fort Tryon. Look at my hand. My fingerprints, maybe specks of blood, should be on the steering wheel. The grass was wet and there was mud. Look at my shoes, my jacket. Traces should be in the car. But the car was washed clean; it looks like it just came out of the showroom. I don’t even know how it got back here. And the note on the door. It was typed with my typewriter, on my stationery. And for hours after the … madness, the insanity, I can’t account for myself!”

“Peter, stop it!” Morgan grabbed Chancellor’s shoulders, raising his voice. “This isn’t fiction. You’re not one of your characters! This is real. It happened.” He lowered his voice. “I’m calling the police.”

Two detectives from the twenty-second precinct interrupted Peter’s story with sporadic questions. The older man was in his fifties, with wavy gray hair, the younger about Chancellor’s age, and black. They were both alert, experienced professionals and made an effort to put Peter at ease.

When Chancellor finished, the older man went to use the telephone, the younger talked about Sarajevo! He had liked it very much.

It was only when the older man rejoined them that Chancellor realized the black had prevented him from listening to the phone conversation. Peter admired the professionalism. He would remember it.

“Mr. Chancellor,” began the gray-haired detective cautiously, “there seems to be a problem. When Mr. Morgan called us, we dispatched a team to Fort Tryon. To save time, we included forensic; to make sure the area wasn’t tampered with, we called the Bronx precinct and had them post street patrolmen. There’s no evidence of gunfire at the scene. There’s no disturbance of the grounds.”

Peter stared at the man in disbelief. “That’s crazy. That’s wrong! I was there!”

“Our men are very thorough.”

“They weren’t thorough enough! You think I’d make up a story like that?!”

“It’s a pretty good one,” said the black, smiling. “Maybe you’re trying out some material.”

“Hey, wait just a minute!” Morgan stepped forward. “Peter wouldn’t do that.”

“It would be a foolish thing to do,” said the older man, nodding without agreeing. “It’s against the law to falsely report a crime. Any crime, to say nothing of homicide.”

“You are crazy …” Peter’s voice trailed off. “You really don’t believe me. You get your little report over the telephone, take it as gospel, and conclude I’m a lunatic. What kind of police officers are you?”

“Very good ones,” said the black.

“I don’t think so. I don’t think so at all, goddamn it!” Chancellor limped to the phone. “There’s a way to settle this; it’s been five, six hours now.” He dialed and within seconds spoke. “Washington Information? I want the office number of Congressman Walter Rawlins, House of Representatives.”

He called out the number as the operator gave it to him; Tony Morgan nodded. The detectives watched without comment.

He dialed again. The wait was interminable; his pulse raced. In spite of his own undeniable knowledge he had to prove himself to the two professionals.

A woman’s voice came on the line, subdued and obviously southern. He asked for the congressman.

And when he heard her words, the ache returned to his temples and his eyes momentarily lost focus.

“It’s simply terrible, sir. The bereaved family released the news just minutes ago. The congressman passed away last night. He died of a coronary in his sleep.”

“No. No!”

“We all feel that way, sir. The funeral arrangements will be announced—?”

“No! That’s a He! Don’t tell me that! It’s a lie! Five, six hours ago—in New York! A lie!”

Peter felt the restraining arms around his shoulders, hands on hands, taking the telephone from him, pulling him back. He kicked out, shoving his elbows viciously into the policeman behind him. His right hand was free; he grabbed the head nearest him, lashed out his hand, and wrenched the hair half out of the skull. He yanked the head up; the man had fallen to his knees.

Tony Morgan’s face was in front of his, wincing in pain, but he made no move to protect himself.

Morgan. Morgan, his friend. What was he doing?

Peter slumped; he was still. Arms lowered him to the floor.

“There won’t be any charges,” said Morgan, coming into the bedroom, carrying drinks. “They were very understanding.”

“Which means I’m a lunatic,” added Chancellor from the bed, an icebag on his forehead.

“Hell, no. You’re exhausted. You’ve been working much too hard. The doctors advised you against that—?”

“For God’s sake, Tony, not with me!” Peter sat up. “Everything I said was true!”

“Okay. Here’s your drink.”

Chancellor took the glass but did not drink. He placed it on the bedside table. “No you don’t, old friend.” He pointed to a chair. “Sit down. I want to get some things very clear.”

“All right.” Morgan ambled to the chair and fell into it. He stretched his long legs out in front of him; the casualness did not fool Peter. The editor’s eyes betrayed his concern.

“Calmly, rationally,” continued Chancellor. “I think I know what happened. And it won’t happen again, which explains Longworth’s note. He wants me to believe that; otherwise he’s convinced I’ll howl like a banshee.”

“When have you had time to do any thinking?”

“Those four hours in the streets. I didn’t realize it, but the pieces were falling together. And when you and the police were having your conference downstairs, I saw the pattern.”

Morgan looked up from his glass. “Don’t talk like a writer. ‘Patterns,’ ‘pieces falling together.’ That’s bullshit.”

“No, it’s not. Because Longworth is forced to think like a writer. He has to think as I do, don’t you see?”

“No, but go ahead.”

“Longworth has to be stopped; he knows I know it. He got me started with scraps of information and one pathetic example of what might have happened if Hoover’s files still existed. Remember, he knew those files; he retained a hell of a lot of damaging information. Then to make sure I was really hooked, he provided one more example: a southern congressman with problems, mixed up with the rape of a black girl and a killing he didn’t commit. Longworth put the forces in motion and me in the middle. But when he got everything going, he realized he’d gone too far. The trap was murder; he hadn’t figured on that. When he found out, he saved my life.”

“Thus saving the book?”

“Yes.”

“No!” Morgan got to his feet. “You’re talking like a kid around a campfire. And why not? It’s your job; all storytellers are kids around campfires. But for heaven’s sake, don’t confuse it with what is.”

Chancellor studied Morgan’s face. The realization was painfully obvious. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“You want the truth?”

“Since when have we changed the rules?”

“All right.” Tony drained his glass. “I think you did go to the Cloisters. How you got in I don’t know; you probably climbed a wall. I know how much you love the early morning, and the Cloisters at dawn must be something else.… I think you heard about Rawlins’s death—?”

“How could I? His office said the news was just released!”

“Forgive me. You heard that, I didn’t.”

“Oh, Christ!”

“Peter, I’m not trying to hurt you. A year ago no one knew whether you’d live or die; you were that close to death. You suffered a terrible loss; Cathy was everything to you, we all knew it.… Six months ago we thought—I honestly believed—you were finished as a writer. It had gone out of you; the desire had died; the kid around the fire was killed on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. Even when you got out of the hospital, there were entire days—weeks—when you didn’t say a word. Nothing. Then the drinking began. And then less than three weeks ago your personal volcano erupts. You fly in from the Coast more excited than I’ve ever seen you, filled with energy, wanting to go back to work with a vengeance. And I mean vengeance.… Don’t you see?”

“See what?”

“The mind’s funny. It can’t take going from zero miles an hour to Mach one so quickly. Something’s bound to snap. You yourself said you didn’t know where you were for nearly four hours.”

Chancellor did not move. He watched Morgan, conflicting thoughts going through his head. He was angry with the editor for not believing him, yet he was strangely relieved. Perhaps it was better this way. Morgan was protective by nature; the events of the past year had magnified that natural instinct. If he believed Peter, there was no question in Peter’s mind what the editor would do. Morgan would stop the book.

“Okay, Tony. Let’s forget it. It’s over. I’m not entirely well. I can’t pretend that I am. I don’t know.”

“I do,” replied Morgan gently. “Let’s have a drink.”

Munro St. Claire studied Varak as he came through the door of the diplomat’s library in Georgetown. The agent’s right arm was in a sling, and there was a strip of gauze on the left side of his neck. Varak closed the door and approached the desk where Bravo sat, the ambassador’s expression grim.

“What happened?”

“It’s taken care of. His Cessna was at the Westchester airport. I flew him to Arlington and contacted a doctor we use at NSC. His wife had no choice, nor did she want any. Rawlins didn’t have assassin insurance. Besides, she’s a dirty book. I read her several episodes.”

“What about the others?” asked Bravo.

“There were three; one was killed. Once Chancellor was out, I stopped firing and concealed myself on the far side of the area. Rawlins was dead; what more did they want? They fled, taking their colleague’s body with them. I threaded the zone, picked up shells, replaced grass; there were no signs of any disturbance.”

Bravo rose from the chair, his wrath apparent. “What you’ve done is beyond anything we sanctioned! You made decisions you knew I would not condone, took action that cost the lives of two men, and nearly killed Chancellor.”

“One of those men was a killer himself,” replied Varak simply. “And Rawlins was marked. It was only a question of time. As to Chancellor, I nearly lost my own life saving him. I think I paid for my error of judgment.”

“Error of judgment? Who gave you the right?”

“You did. You all did.”

“There were intrinsic prohibitions! You understood that.”

“I understood there are hundreds of missing files that could be used to take this country right into a police state! Please remember that.”

“And I ask you to remember this is not Czechoslovakia. Not Lidice in 1942. You are not a thirteen-year-old boy crawling over corpses, killing anyone who might be your enemy. You were not brought here thirty years ago to be turned into your own Sturm und Drang.”

“I was brought here because my father worked for the Allies! My family was massacred because he worked for you.” Varak’s eyes clouded. Off guard, he couldn’t hold back the tears when he thought of the sunny morning of June 10, 1942. A morning of death everywhere, of succeeding nights hiding in the mines, of subsequent days and nights when, aged thirteen, he made X marks on a mine shaft, each symbol representing another dead German. A child had turned killer of consequence. Until the British brought him out.

“You were given everything,” said Bravo, lowering his voice. “Obligations were acknowledged, nothing was spared. The finest schools, all the advantages—?”

“And the memories, Bravo. Don’t forget those.”

“And the memories,” agreed Munro St. Claire.

“You misunderstand me,” said Varak quickly. “I’m not looking for sympathy. What I’m saying to you is that I do remember.” Varak took a step closer to the edge of the desk. “I’ve spent eighteen years paying for the privilege of that memory. Paid willingly. I’m the best in NSC, I’ll seek out the Nazi in any form he is revived in and go after him. And if you think there’s any difference between what those files represent and the objectives of the Third Reich, you’re very much mistaken.”

Varak stopped. The blood had risen to his face; he was close to shouting, but of course that was out of the question. Munro St. Claire watched the agent in silence, his own anger subsiding.

“You’re very persuasive. I’ll convene Inver Brass. It must be kept apprised.”

“No. Don’t call a meeting. Not yet.”

“A meeting’s already scheduled for this month. We have to choose a new Genesis. I’m too told; so are Venice and Christopher. That leaves Banner and Paris. It’s an awesome—”

“Please.” Varak pressed his fingers on the edge of the desk. “Don’t call that meeting.”

St. Claire narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

“Chancellor’s begun the book. The first part of the manuscript was delivered the day before yesterday. I broke into the office of the typing firm. I’ve read it.”

“And?”

“Your theory may be more accurate than you thought. Chancellor’s conceived of several things that never occurred to me. And Inver Brass is in the book.”
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The cold snap came, turning autumn into winter. The election was over, the results as predictable as the frost that covered the Pennsylvania countryside. Mendacity and Madison Avenue had prevailed over vascillating amateurs. Nobody won anything of value, least of all the republic.

Peter had not paid much attention to politics. Once the players were fielded, there wasn’t much that interested him. Instead, he was consumed by the novel. Each morning was his personal adventure. He had refined the plot; the characters had sprung to life.

He was into the seventh chapter, the point where decent men were gradually reaching an indecent decision: murder. The assassination of J. Edgar Hoover.

Before the actual writing of a chapter he always outlined it; then he put the outline aside, barely if ever referring ring to it. It was a technique suggested by Anthony Morgan years ago:

Know where you’re going, give yourself a direction so you’re not floundering, but don’t restrict the natural inclination to wander.

It was strange about Tony, thought Chancellor as he bent over the table. They had talked several times since the incredible madness at the Cloisters several weeks before, but Morgan had never mentioned it. It was as though it had not happened.

Still Morgan had read the first hundred pages of the novel. He said it was the best writing Peter had ever done. That was all that mattered. The book was everything.


Chapter 7—Outline

A rainy afternoon in a Washington hotel suite. The senator sits in front of a window watching the rain splattering against the glass. He is thinking back thirty years ago, to his days in college when the incident had taken place that when revealed three decades later would take him out of the presidential race. It was the indiscretion Hoover’s messenger had confronted him with. He couldn’t recall how or when it had happened. His emotions had run high and wild and indiscreet. But there it was: his youthful signature on the card of an organization later revealed to be part of the Communist apparatus. Innocuous, of course; defensible, certainly—laughable, actually. But not in terms of the presidency. It was enough to disqualify him. It would not have been, of course, had his present political philosophy been in tune with the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s.

The senator’s thoughts are interrupted by the arrival of the newspaperwoman, the columnist silenced by Hoover, now part of the Nucleus. The senator rises and offers her a drink.

The woman replies that if she could accept, she would not be there in the first place. She explains she is an alcoholic; she has not had a drink in over five years, but prior to that she was often drunk for days at a time. It was Hoover’s hook into her. During one such binge, photographs were taken.

“Committing unnatural acts with various unsavory gentlemen is the easiest way to describe them. But for the life of me, I don’t remember. Good God, how could I?”

Hoover has the photographs. Her dissent has been effectively muted.

The third member of the Nucleus arrives. This third person is the former cabinet member described in the first chapter, whose indiscretion is the fact that he’s a closet homosexual.

He brings alarming news. Hoover has made a temporary pact with the White House. Every viable candidate in the opposition will be reached and eliminated. Where facts do not exist, conjecture under the FBI imprimatur will be used. The bureau’s name is sufficient to wreak havoc among politicians. By the time defenses are mounted, the damage has been done.

The opposition will field its weakest candidate; the election of the incumbent is assured. Inherent in this agreement is that Hoover has no less damaging weapons to use against the White House. In essence, the director will soon control the pressure points of the country; he’ll be running it.

“He’s gone too far. The corpses are piling up too fast, too dead. He has to be removed, I don’t care how. Even if it means killing him.”

The senator is appalled at the cabinet officer’s words. He knows what it is to feel Hoover’s knife, but there are legitimate ways to fight him. He takes Meredith’s report from his briefcase.

The decision is made to reach the messenger, the man who operates with Hoover’s private files. Whatever’s required will be used to recruit him; above all, the files must be taken.

“First the files. If they can be used the way Hoover uses them, they can be turned around. They can be used for good! Then the execution. There is no other way.” The cabinet officer will not waver.

The senator will not listen further; he refuses to acknowledge the statement. He leaves, saying only that he is going to arrange a meeting with Meredith.



Peter stopped. There was enough to start with; he could begin the actual writing.

He picked up his pencil and began.

He was oblivious to time, lost in the accumulated pages. He leaned back on the couch and looked up at the windows, mildly astonished to see tiny flakes of snow drifting downward. He had to remind himself that it was late in December. Where had the months gone?

Mrs. Alcott had brought him the newspaper an hour ago and he felt like taking a break. It was ten thirty; he had been writing since quarter to five. He reached for the paper on the edgo of the coffee table and snapped it open.

The headlines were the usual headlines. The Paris negotiations were stalled—whatever that meant. People were dying; he knew what that meant.

Suddenly Peter stared at the one-column head in the lower right-hand corner of the front page. A sharp pain shot through his temples.

GEN. BRUCE MACANDREW APPARENT MURDER VICTIM

Body Washed Up on Waikiki Beach

Waikiki! Oh, my God! Hawaii!

The story was macabre. MacAndrew’s body had two bullet holes in it, the first piercing his throat, the second entering his skull below the left eye. Death had been instantaneous and had occurred some ten to twelve days before.

Apparently no one knew the general had been in Hawaii. Hotels and airlines showed no reservations in his name. Interrogations within the island’s military establishment produced no information; he had not contacted anyone.

Reading further, Peter was startled again by a paragraph head near the bottom of the page.

Wife Died Five Weeks Ago

The information was scarce. She had simply died “after a prolonged illness that restricted her activities in recent years.” If the reporter knew anything more, he had charitably omitted it.

The story then took a strange twist. If the reporter had been charitable to Mrs. MacAndrew, he impugned the general in terms worthy of the Hoover novel.


The Hawaii police are reportedly looking into rumors that a former high-ranking American Army officer was involved with criminal elements operating out of the Malay Peninsula through Honolulu. There are many retired military men and their families in the Hawaiian Islands. Whether or not these rumors are in any way related to the homicide victim could not be established.



Then why include the information? thought Peter angrily, remembering the pathetic sight of the soldier cradling his wife. He flipped the pages to find the continuation of the article. There was a brief biography devoted to MacAndrew’s military record, culminating in mention of the general’s sudden and unexpected resignation and his differences with the Joint Chiefs, speculations as to the extramilitary cost of his wife’s illness, and the subtle insinuation that the maverick general had been subjected to extreme psychological pressures. The connection between these “pressures” and the previously mentioned “rumors” was for the reader to draw, and no reader could help doing so.

The last part of the article took another turn, surprising Peter. He had not realized MacAndrew had a grown daughter. From the description in the paper she was an angry, independent woman.


Reached at her New York apartment, the general’s daughter, Alison MacAndrew, 31, an illustrator for the Welton Greene Agency, an advertising firm at 950 Third Avenue, responded angrily to the speculations surrounding her father’s death. “They drove him out of the Army, and now they’re trying to destroy his reputation. I’ve been on the phone with the authorities in Hawaii for the past twelve hours. They’ve concluded my father was killed fighting off an attack by armed muggers. His wallet, wristwatch, signet ring, and money were stolen.”

Asked if she could explain why there were no records of airline or hotel reservations, Miss MacAndrew replied, “That’s not unusual. He and my mother generally traveled under another name. If the Army people in Hawaii knew he was vacationing there, they would have hounded him.”



Peter understood what she was saying. If MacAndrew traveled anywhere with his mentally ill wife, he would of course use an assumed name to protect her. But MacAndrew’s wife was dead. And Chancellor knew the general had not gone to Hawaii for a vacation. He had gone to find a man named Longworth.

And Longworth had killed him.

Peter let the newspaper drop from his hands. Revulsion swept over him, part fury, part guilt. What had he done? What had he let happen? A decent man killed! For what?

A book.

In his messianic drive to assuage his own guilt Longworth had killed again. Again. For he was responsible for Rawlins’s death at the Cloisters as surely as if he had pulled the trigger that took the congressman’s life. And now half a world away, there was another death, another murder.

Chancellor got up unsteadily from the couch and walked aimlessly about the room, the protected sanctuary where fiction took place, life and death only products of the imagination. But outside that room life and death were real. And they touched him because they were a part of his fiction; the marks on paper had sprung from the motives that drove other lives, brought about other deaths. Real life and real death.

What was happening? A nightmare, more realistic and grotesque than anything he might have dreamed, was being played out in front of a backdrop of fiction. A nightmare.

He stopped at the telephone as if somebody had commanded him to remain still. Thoughts of MacAndrew triggered images of a silver Mark IV Continental and a mask of a face behind the wheel.

Suddenly, Peter remembered what he had been about to do months ago, before the telephone call from Walter Rawlins that culminated in the madness in Fort Tryon. He had been about to telephone the Rockville, Maryland, police! He had never done so; he had never made that call! He had protected himself by forgetting. He remembered now. Even the name of the patrolman. It was Donnelly.

He dialed information for the Rockville area code. Thirty seconds later he was speaking with a desk sergeant named Manero. He described the incident on the back road, gave the date, and identified Officer Donnelly.

Manero hesitated. “Are you sure you want Rockville, sir?”

“Of course I am.”

“What color was the patrol car, sir?”

“Color? I don’t know. Black and white, or blue and white. What difference does it make?”

“There’s no Officer Donnelly in Rockville, sir. Our vehicles are green with white stripes.”

“Then, it was green! The patrolman said his name was Donnelly. He drove me back to Washington.”

“Drove you into—Just one minute, sir.”

There was the click of a hold button. Chancellor stared out the window at the wind-blown flakes of snow and wondered whether he was losing his mind. Manero came back on the line.

“Sir, I’ve got the police blotter for the week of the tenth. There’s no record of any accident involving a Chevrolet and a Lincoln Continental.”

“It was a silver Mark Four! Donnelly told me it was picked up! A woman driver in dark glasses hit a mail track.”

“I repeat, sir. There’s no Officer Donnelly—?”

“Goddamn it, there is!” Peter could not help shouting. Perspiration broke out on his forehead; the pain in his temples increased. His memory raced back. “I remember! He said she was a drunk! With a record of violations, that was it. She was the wife of a Lincoln-Mercury dealer in—in Pikesville!”

“Just a minute!” The desk sergeant raised his voice. “Is this some kind of joke? My in-laws live in Pikesville. There’s no Lincoln dealer there. Who the hell could afford one? And there’s no police officer named Donnelly in this station. Now, get off the line. You’re interfering with official business!”

The phone went dead. Chancellor stood immobile, not believing the words he’d heard. They were trying to tell him he had lived a fantasy!

The car rental agency at Dulles Airport! He had telephoned from the Hay-Adams and spoken to the manager. The manager had assured him that everything would be taken care of: the agency would simply bill his account. He dialed.

“Yes, of course, I remember our conversation, Mr. Chancellor. I enjoyed your last book very—?”

“Did you get the car back?”

“Yes, we did.”

“Then someone had to take a tow truck out to Rockville. Did he see a police officer named Donnelly? Can you find out for me?”

“It won’t be necessary. The next morning the car was back in our parking depot. You said you thought there might be damage, but there wasn’t. I remember the dispatcher saying that it was about the cleanest automobile ever returned.”

Peter tried to control himself. “Did whoever brought back the car have to sign anything?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Who was it?”

“If you’ll hold on, I can find out.”

“I’ll hold.” Peter gripped the phone with all his strength; the muscles in his forearms ached. His mind went blank. Outside, the snowflakes fell.

“Mr. Chancellor?”

“Yes?”

“There was a mistake, I’m afraid. According to the depot, the signature on the invoice was yours. Obviously there was a misunderstanding. Because the car was leased to you, the man who returned it probably thought—?”

“There was no mistake,” interrupted Peter quietly.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Thank you,” he said, hanging up the telephone.

It was suddenly clear. Everything. The terrible mask of a face. The silver Continental. A clean, repaired Chevrolet in a Washington parking depot. A spotless Mercedes in front of his New York apartment. A note on the door.

It was Longworth. It was all Longworth. The grotesque, powdered face, the long dark hair, the black glasses … and memories of a horrible night of death a year ago in a rainstorm, Longworth had done his research; he was trying to drive him mad. But why?

Chancellor walked back to the couch; he had to sit down and let the pain in his temples pass. His eyes fell on the newspaper, and he knew what he had to do.

Alison MacAndrew.
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He found her name in the New York telephone directory he kept in Pennsylvania, but the number had been disconnected. Which was to say a new, unlisted number had been assigned.

He called the Welton Greene Agency; a secretary told him Miss MacAndrew would be away from the office for several days. No explanation was offered, none sought.

Still, he had the address. It was an apartment building on East Fifty-fourth Street. He knew the one; it was on the river. There was nothing else to do. He had to see this woman, talk with her.

He threw a few clothes into the Mercedes, put his manuscript into his briefcase, and drove into the city.

She opened the door, her large brown eyes conveying both intelligence and curiosity. Curiosity tinged, perhaps, with anger, in spite of the sadness in her face. She was tall and seemed to have her father’s reserve, but her features were her mother’s. Fragile, etched in definition, the bone structure elegant, even aloof. Her light brown hair was casually shaped. She wore beige slacks and a yellow blouse, open at the neck. There were dark circles under her eyes; the effects of grief were evident but not for display.

“Mr. Chancellor?” she asked directly, no hand extended.

“Yes,” he nodded. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“You were very persuasive on the lobby phone. Come in, please.”

He walked inside the small apartment. The living room was modern and functional, given to swift, sharp lines of glass and chrome. It was a designer’s room, icelike and cool, yet somehow made comfortable by the owner’s presence. Beyond her quality of directness Alison MacAndrew had a warmth about her she could not conceal. She gestured toward an armchair; he sat down. She sat on the couch opposite him.

“I’d offer you a drink, but I’m not sure I want you to stay that long.”

“I understand.”

“Still, I’m impressed. Even a bit awestruck, I guess.”

“Good heavens, why?”

“Through my father, I ‘discovered’ your books several years ago. You’ve got a fan, Mr. Chancellor.”

“I hope for my publisher’s sake there are two or three others. But that’s not important. It’s not why I’m here.”

“My father was one,” said Alison. “He had your three books; he told me you were very good. He read Counterstrike! twice. He said it was frightening and quite possibly true.”

Peter was startled. The general hadn’t conveyed any such feeling. No admiration beyond vague—very vague-recognition. “I didn’t know that. He didn’t say anything.”

“He wasn’t given to flattery.”

“We talked about other things. Things much more important to him.”

“So you said on the phone. A man gave you his name and implied my father was forced out of the Army. Why? How? I think it’s ridiculous. Not that there weren’t any number who wanted him out, but they couldn’t force him.”

“What about your mother?”

“What about her?”

“She was ill.”

“She was ill,” agreed the girl.

“The Army wanted your father to send her away. He wouldn’t do it.”

“That was his choice. It’s a moot point whether she would have received more professional care if he had. God knows he chose the most difficult way for him. He loved her, that was the important thing.”

Chancellor watched her closely. The hard patina, the clipped, precise words were only part of the surface. Beneath, he felt there was a vulnerability she was doing her utmost to hide. He could not help himself; he had to probe. “You sound as if you didn’t. Love her, that is.”

Anger flashed briefly in her eyes. “My mother became  … ill when I was six years old. I never really knew her. I never knew the woman my father married, the one he remembered so vividly. Does that explain anything to you?”

Peter was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry. I’m a damned fool. Of course it does.”

“Not a damned fool. A writer. I lived with a writer for nearly three years. You play with people; you can’t help it.”

“I don’t mean to,” he protested.

“I said you couldn’t help it.”

“Would I know your friend?”

“You might. He writes for television; he lives in California now.” She offered no name. Instead, she reached for a pack of cigarettes and a lighter on the table next to her. “Why do you think my father was forced out of the Army?”

Chancellor was confused. “I just told you. Your mother.”

She replaced the lighter on the table, her eyes locked with his. “What?”

“The Army wanted him to send her away, To an institution. He refused.”

“And you think that’s why?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then, you’re wrong. As I’m sure you’ve gathered, I disliked many things about the Army, but its attitude toward my mother wasn’t one of them. For over twenty years the men around my father were very sympathetic, those above him and below. They helped him whenever they could. You look astonished.”

Peter was. The general had spelled it out. Now you know what the damaging information is … doctors said she had to be sent away … I wouldn’t do that. Those were his words! “I guess I am.” He leaned forward. “Then, why did your father resign? Do you know?”

She inhaled on her cigarette. Her eyes strayed, seeing things Peter could not see. “He said he was finished, that he didn’t care anymore. When he told me that, I realized a part of him had given up. I think I knew the rest of him would go soon. Not the way it happened, of course, but somehow. And even that. Shot in a holdup—I’ve thought about it. It fits so well. A last protest. At the end, proving something to himself.”

“What do you mean?”

Alison brought her eyes back to him. “To put it in its simplest terms, my father lost his will to fight At that moment, when he said the words to me, he was the saddest man I ever saw.”

At first Peter did not reply. He was disturbed. “Are those the words he used? That he ‘didn’t care anymore’?”

“Essentially, yes. He was sick of it all. Pentagon infighting is very cruel. There’s never any letup. Get the hardware, always more hardware. My father used to say it was understandable. The men who run the Army now were once young officers in a war that really mattered, where hardware had won it. If we had lost that war. there would have been nothing.”

“When you say a war that ‘really mattered,’ do you mean—?”

“I mean, Mr. Chancellor,” interrupted the girl, “that for five years my father opposed our policy in Southeast Asia. He fought it every chance he could get. It was a very lonely position. I think the word is pariah.”

“Good lord.…” Peter’s mind spun back involuntarily to the Hoover novel. To the prologue. The general he had invented was the pariah Alison MacAndrew had just described.

“My father wasn’t political; his judgment had nothing to do with politics. It was purely military. He knew the war couldn’t be won in any conventional way, and to use the unconventional was unthinkable. We couldn’t win it because there was no real commitment among those we supported. There were more lies coming out of Saigon than in all the court martials in military history—that’s what he said. He considered the whole thing an enormous waste of life.”

Chancellor sat back on the couch. He had to clear his head. He was hearing words he had written. Fiction. “I knew the general was opposed to certain aspects. I never thought he dwelt on the corruption, the lies.”

“It was almost all he dwelt on. And he was vehement about it. He was in the process of cataloguing hundreds of contradictory reports, logistical misrepresentations, body counts. He once told me that if the body counts were only fifty percent accurate, we would have won the war in ’68.”

“What did you say?” asked Peter incredulously. These were his words.

“What’s the matter?” asked Alison.

“Nothing. Go ahead.”

“There’s nothing more to tell. He was barred from attending conferences he knew he should be a part of, ignored in staff meetings. The more he fought, the more they disregarded him. Finally he saw it was all futile.”

“What about the reports he was cataloguing? The misrepresentations? The lies out of Saigon?”

Alison looked away. “They were the last things we talked about,” she said quietly. “I’m afraid it wasn’t my finest hour. I was angry. I called him names I now deeply regret. I didn’t realize how beaten he was.”

“What about the reports?”

Alteon raised her head and looked at him. “I think they became a symbol for him. They represented months, maybe years, of further agony, turning against men he’d served with. He wasn’t up to it anymore. He couldn’t face it. He quit.”

Peter again leaned forward. Consciously, he spoke with a hard edge in his voice. “That doesn’t sound like the professional I spoke with.”

“I know it doesn’t. That’s why I yelled at him. You see, I could argue with him. We were more than father and daughter. We were friends. Equals in a way. I had to grow up fast; he didn’t have anyone else to talk to.”

The moment was filled with anguish. Chancellor let it pass. “A few minutes ago you said I was wrong. Now it’s my turn. The last thing your father wanted to do was resign. And he didn’t go to Hawaii for a vacation. He went there to find the man who forced him out of the Army?”

“What?”

“Something happened to your father years ago. Something he didn’t want anyone to know about. This man found out and threatened him. I liked your father very much. I liked what he stood for, and I feel guilty as hell. That’s as honestly as I can put it. And I want to tell you about it.”

Alison MacAndrew sat motionless, her large eyes level with his. “Would you care for that drink now?” she asked.

He told her the story, everything he could remember. From the blond-haired stranger on the beach at Malibu to the astonishing phone call that morning to the Rockville police. He omitted only the killing at Fort Tryon; if there was a connection, he did not want to burden her with it.

In the telling he felt cheap; the commercial novelist in search of a grand conspiracy. He fully expected her to be outraged, to damn him for being the means to her father’s death. In a very real sense he wanted her condemnation, so deep was his own guilt.

Instead, she seemed to understand the depth of his feelings. Remarkably, she tried to lessen his guilt, telling him that if what he told her was true, he was no villain; he was a victim. But regardless of what he believed, she would not accept the theory that there was an incident in her father’s past so damaging that threats of exposure could force him to resign.

“It doesn’t make sense. If anything like that existed, it would have been used against him years ago.”

“In the newspaper, you said he was driven out.”

“Yes, but not that way. By wearing him down, ignoring his decisions. That was the method. I saw it.”

Chancellor remembered his prologue; he was almost afraid to ask the question. “What about his report on the corruption in Saigon?”

“What about it?”

“Isn’t it possible they tried to stop him?”

“I’m sure they did. But it wasn’t the first time he’d done something like that. His field reports were always very critical. He loved the Army; he wanted it to be the best it could be. He would never have made it public, if that’s what you’re driving at.”

“It was.”

“Never. He wouldn’t do that.”

Peter did not understand, nor did he press for an explanation. But he had to ask the obvious. “Why did he go to Hawaii?”

She looked at him. “I know what you think. I can’t refute you, but I know what he told me. He said he wanted to get away, go on a long trip. There was nothing to prevent him. Mother was gone.”

It was no answer; the question remained suspended. And so they talked. For hours, it seemed. Finally, she said it. The next afternoon her father’s body was arriving in New York, flown in on a commercial jetliner from Hawaii. An army escort would meet the plane at Kennedy Airport, the coffin be transferred to a military aircraft and taken to Virginia. The funeral was the day after in Arlington. She was not sure she could face the ordeal.

“Isn’t anyone going to be with you?”

“No.”

“Will you let me?”

“There’s no reason—?”

“I think there is,” said Peter firmly.

They stood together on the enormous field of concrete that was the cargo area. Two Army officers remained at attention several yards to their left. The wind was strong, swirling odd pieces of paper and leaves from faraway trees into the air in circles. The huge DC-10 taxied to a stop. Shortly, the large panel underneath the giant fuselage slid back; an electric freight dolly approached and was centered beneath. Seconds later the coffin was lowered.

And Alison’s face was suddenly ashen, her body rigid. The trembling began at her lips, then reached her hands; her brown eyes stared, unblinking; tears started to roll down her cheeks. Peter put his arm around her shoulders.

She held back as long as she could—far longer, in far greater pain, than made sense. Chancellor could feel the spasms that shot through her arms; he held her tighter. Finally she could take no more. She turned and fell against him, her head buried in his coat, the sobs muffled, the agony complete.

“I’m sorry.… I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I promised myself I wouldn’t.”

He held her close and spoke softly. “Hey, come on. It’s allowed.”
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Peter had made up his mind, but she changed it for him. He was going to abandon the book; he had been manipulated, and the price of that manipulation was symbolized for him by the dead MacAndrew. He had implied as much to Alison the night before.

“Say you’re right,” she had said to him. “I don’t think you are, but say it’s true. Isn’t that all the more reason to go on?”

It was.

He sat across the aisle from her on the air force plane. She wanted to be alone; he sensed that and understood. Below them, in the cargo area of the aircraft, was the body of her father. She had a great deal to think about, and he could not help her. Alison was a private person; he understood that, too.

And she was unpredictable as well. He had learned that when he picked her up in the taxi earlier in the afternoon. He told her he had phoned the Hay-Adams in Washington and made reservations for them.

“Don’t be silly. There’s plenty of room in the Rockville house. We’ll stay there. I think we should.”

Why should they? He did not pursue the question.

Chancellor opened his briefcase and took out the leather notebook that traveled with him wherever he went. It had been a gift from Joshua Harris two years before. There was a row of sharpened pencils in the inside pocket of the cover. He removed one and wrote on the attached pad.

Chapter 8—Outline

Before he began he thought about Alison’s remark the night before.

 … say it’s true. Isn’t that all the more reason to go on?

He looked at the words he had just writen: Chapter 8—Outline. The coincidence was disquieting. This was the chapter in which Meredith is driven to the point of madness because of a terrible secret of his own.


Alex leaves his office at the Federal Bureau of Investigation earlier than usual. He knows he’s being followed, so he tries to lose himself in the crowds, walking up short streets and alleys, through several buildings, going in one entrance, emerging from another. He dashes onto a bus; it takes him to within a block of the apartment where the assistant attorney general lives. They have agreed to meet.

At the apartment bouse the doorman hands him a note from the assistant attorney general. He will not see Alex. He does not want any further association. If Meredith persists, the man will be forced to report his odd behavior to others. In his judgment, Alex is unbalanced, paranoid over imagined abuses.

Meredith is stunned, the lawyer in him furious. The evidence is there. The assistant attorney general has been reached as so many others have been reached. Hoover’s forces have succeeded in blocking Meredith’s every move. The raw power of the FBI is all-pervasive.

Outside the apartment house he sees the bureau vehicle that has picked up his trail. There is a driver and a man beside him; they stare at Alex silently. It is part of the strategy of fear aroused when a man knows he is being watched, especially at night. It fits Hoover’s methods.

Meredith takes a cab to the garage where his car is parked. We see him speeding down Memorial Parkway, weaving in and out of traffic, aware of the FBI car behind him.

On impulse he changes direction, taking an unfamiliar exit off the highway into the Virginia countryside. The husband and father in him has rebelled. He will not lead those following him back to his house again, back to his wife and his children. His fear is turning into fury.

There is a chase through the back roads. The speed, the rushing scenery, the screeching tires around sharp curves, all contribute to Alex’s growing panic. He is a man alone racing in a maze for survival. We understand that the disorientation produced by the events of the past weeks is heightened by the madness of the chase. Meredith is beginning to crack.

In the growing darkness Alex miscalculates a sudden curve. He slams on the brakes; the car swerves, jumps the road and plunges through the fence into the field.

Bruised, his forehead bleeding from the impact with the windshield, Meredith climbs out of the car. He sees the FBI vehicle back on the road. He races toward it, screaming. His state of mind demands violence, physical confrontation.

He does not get it in the way that he seeks it. Instead, the two FBI men get out of the car and swiftly subdue him. They feign professional procedures by searching him for a weapon.

The driver speaks coldly. “Don’t press us, Meredith. We don’t have much use for people like you. Men who put on a uniform and work for the other side.”

Alex collapses. It is the secret that is buried in his past. Years ago, during the Korean War, as a young lieutenant barely in his twenties, Meredith had been captured and broken by his captors. He was not alone; there were hundreds. Men driven mad by physical and psychological tortures unknown in modern warfare. The Army understood; the Geneva covenants had been violated. The broken men were assured that all records of their nightmare would be expunged. They had served honorably; they had faced things for which the Army had never prepared them. Each could pick up his life without punishment.

Now Alex realizes that the darkest moment of his life is known by men who will use it ruthlessly against him, and even against his wife and children.

The FBI agents release him. He wanders down the country road in the twilight.



Peter closed the notebook and looked over at Alison. She was staring straight ahead, her eyes wide, unblinking. The two-man military escort sat in the front of the plane, where their attentions could not fall on private grief.

She felt his gaze on her and turned to him, forcing a smile. “You working?”

“I was. Not now.”

“I’m glad you were. It makes me feel better. Less like I was interrupting you.”

“That’s hardly the case. You made me go on, remember?”

“We’ll be there soon,” she said mechanically.

“No more than ten or fifteen minutes, I think.”

“Yes.” She went back to her thoughts, looking out the window at the bright blue sky beyond.

The aircraft began its descent into Andrews Field.

They taxied to a stop, disembarked, and were instructed to wait in the officers’ lounge at terminal six.

The only person in the lounge was a young army chaplain, obviously ordered to be in attendance. He was both relieved and somewhat startled to find his presence superfluous.

“It’s kind of you to be here,” said Alison with authority, “but my father died several days ago. The shock’s worn off.”

The minister shook hands solemnly and left. Alison turned to Peter. “They’ve scheduled the service for ten tomorrow morning at Arlington. I’ve requested the minimum; just the officers’ cortege within the grounds. It’s nearly six. Why don’t we have an early dinner somewhere and get out to the house?”

“Fine. Shall I rent a car?”

“No need to. They’ll have one for us.”

“That means a driver, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.” Alison frowned again. “You’re right. That’s a complication. Do you have your license with you?”

“Of course.”

“You can sign for the vehicle. Do you mind?”

“Not at all.”

“It’ll be simpler without a third person,” she said. “Army drivers are notorious scouts for superior officers. Even if we didn’t ask him in, I’m sure his orders would be to remain on the premises until relieved.”

Alison’s words could be taken on several levels. “What do you mean?” he asked.

Alison saw his caution. “If something did happen to my father years ago, something he considered so terrible it could change his life, then there might be a clue to what it was in the Rockville house. He kept mementos from his posts. Photographs, roster sheets, things that were important to him. I think we should go through them all.”

“I see. Better done by two than three,” added Peter, curiously satisfied that this was what Alison meant. “Perhaps you’d rather look by yourself. I can stand by and take notes for you.”

She searched his eyes in that strange noncommittal way that reminded him of her father. But there was warmth in her voice. “You’re very considerate. It’s a quality I admire. I’m not. I wish I were, but I don’t think it went, as they say, with the territory.”

“I’ve got an idea,” he said. “I have one solid talent: I can cook a hell of a meal. You’re anxious to get to Rockville. So am I. Why don’t we stop at a supermarket and I’ll pick up some things? Like steaks and potatoes and Scotch.”

She smiled. “We’d save a lot of time.”

“Done.”

They took the eastern roads north and west into the Maryland countryside, stopping at a store in Randolph Hills for groceries and whisky.

It was growing dark. The December sun was below the hills; elongated shadows shot across the windshield of the army car, creating odd shapes that came and went swiftly. As he swung off the highway into the twisting back road that led to the general’s house, he reached the flat stretch of farmland and saw the outlines of the barbed-wire fence and the field beyond, where three months before he’d thought he would lose his life.

The road turned sharply. He held his foot on the accelerator, afraid to lessen the pressure. He had to get away. The ache was at his right temple now, spreading downward, curving in his neck, throbbing at the base of his skull. Faster!

“Peter! For God’s sake!”

The tires screeched; he held the wheel firmly as they rounded the turn and came out of it. He braked the car, reducing speed.

“Is anything the matter?” she asked.

“No,” he lied. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t thinking.” He could feel her looking at him; he had not fooled her for an instant. “That’s not true,” he continued. “I was remembering when I was here before, when I saw your father and mother.”

“I was thinking about my last visit, too,” she said. “It was this past summer. I came down for a few days. I was supposed to stay a week, but it didn’t work out that way. I upped and left with a number of choice words I wish to God I’d never said.”

“Was that when he told you he was resigning?”

“Had resigned. I think that bothered me as much as anything. We’d always discussed important things. And then the most important decision of his life arose, and I was cut off. I said terrible things.”

“He made an extraordinary decision without explaining it to you. Your reaction was natural.”

They fell silent; neither said anything of consequence for the final ten miles. The night had come quickly; the moon had risen.

“There it is. The white mailbox,” said Alison.

Chancellor slowed down and turned into the concealed driveway, hidden by the profuse foliage on either side and the low-hanging branches of the trees beyond. Had it not been for the mailbox, the entrance could have easily been missed.

The house stood in eerie isolation, ordinary and alone and still. Moonlight filtered through the trees, speckling the front with shadows. The windows were smaller than Peter remembered, the roof lower. Alison got out of the car and walked slowly up the narrow path to the door. Chancellor followed, carrying the groceries and the whisky from the store in Randolph Hills. She unlocked the door.

They both smelled it at once. It was not overpowering, or even unpleasant, but it pervaded the area. A musklike odor, faintly aromatic, a dying fragrance escaping closed quarters into the night air. Alison squinted her eyes in the moonlight, her head angled in thought Peter watched her; for a moment she seemed to shiver.

“It’s Mother’s,” she said.

“Perfume?”

“Yes. But she died over a month ago.”

Chancellor remembered her words in the car. “You said you were here last summer. Didn’t you come down—”

“For the funeral?”

“Yes.”

“No. Because I didn’t know she’d died. My father called me when everything was over. There was no announcement, no service to speak of. It was a private burial, just he and the woman he remembered as no one else remembered her.” Alison walked into the dark hallway and turned on the light. “Come on, we’ll put the bags in the kitchen.”

They walked through the small dining room to a swinging door that led to the kitchen. Alison switched on the lights, revealing oddly old-fashioned counters and cabinets in contrast to a modern refrigerator. It was as if a 1930s kitchen had been intruded upon by a futuristic appliance. Peter was struck by his memory of the house. Except for the general’s study, what he had seen of it was old-fashioned, as if deliberately decorated for a different era.

Alison seemed to read his thoughts. “My father reconstructed wherever possible the types of surroundings she associated with her childhood.”

“It’s an extraordinary love story.” It was all he could say.

“It was an extraordinary sacrifice,” she said.

“You resented her, didn’t you?”

She did not flinch from the question. “Yes, I did. He was an exceptional man. He happened to be my father, but that was irrelevant. He was a man of ideas. I read once that an idea was a greater monument than a cathedral, and I believe that. But his cathedral—or cathedrals—never got built. His commitments were always sidetracked. He was never allowed the time to see them through. He had her in his footlocker.”

Chancellor did not let her angry eyes waver from his. “You said the men around him were sympathetic. They helped him in every way they could.”

“Of course they did. He wasn’t the only one with a whacked-out woman. It’s pretty standard, according to the West Point underground. But he was different. He had something original to say. And when they didn’t want to hear it, they killed him with kindness. ‘Poor Mac! Look what he has to live with!’ ”

“You were his daughter, not his wife.”

“I was his wife! In everything but the bed! And sometimes I wondered whether that—It doesn’t matter. I got out.” She gripped the edge of the counter. “I’m sorry. I don’t know you that well. I don’t know anyone that well.” She bent over the counter, trembling.

Peter resisted the instinct to hold her. “Do you think you’re the only girl in the world who’s felt that way? I don’t think so, Alison,”

“It’s cold.” She pushed herself partially up; still he did not touch her. “I can feel the cold. The furnace must have gone off.” She stood erect and wiped away the tears with the back of her hand. “Do you know anything about furnaces?”

“Gas or oil?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll find out Is that the door to the basement?” He pointed to a door in the right wall.

“Yes.”

He found the light switch and walked down the narrow stairs, pausing at the bottom. The furnace was in the center of a low-ceilinged room; an oil tank was against the left wall. It was cold; a damp chill permeated the basement as though an outside door had been left open.

But the outside door was bolted. He checked the oil-tank gauge; it registered half full, but could very well be inaccurate. Why else would the furnace be off? MacAndrew was not the sort of man to leave a house in the country without heat in the winter. He tapped the side of the tank. Hollow above, full lower down. The gauge was accurate.

He lifted the plate of the firing mechanism and saw the cause of the problem. The pilot light had gone out Under normal circumstances it would take a strong gust of wind to extinguish it. Or a blockage in the line. But the furnace had been checked recently. There was a small strip of plastic adhesive dating the last inspection. It was six weeks old.

Peter read the instructions. They were nearly identical to those of his parents’ furnace.

Press red button for sixty seconds. Hold match beneath …

He heard a sudden, sharp clattering; the sound caused him to gasp. The muscles of his stomach tensed; he angled his head, frozen by the rat-tat-tat somewhere behind him. It stopped.

Then started again! He spun around and moved toward the stairs. He looked up.

On the top of the basement wall a window was open. It was at ground level; the wind outside was hammering against it.

That was the explanation. Wind from the window had extinguished the pilot light. Chancellor walked to the wall, suddenly afraid again.

The pane of glass had been shattered. He could feel the crunching of glass beneath his feet. Someone had broken into MacAndrew’s home!

It happened too quickly. For an instant, he could not send commands from his mind to his body.

Screams came from upstairs. Again and again! Alison!

He raced up the narrow steps to the kitchen. Alison was not there, but her screams continued, animallike and terrified.

“Alison! Alison!”

He ran into the dining room.

“Alison!”

The screaming subsided abruptly, replaced by low moans and sobs. They came from across the house, through the hallway and the living room. From MacAndrew’s study!

Peter raced through the rooms, kicking one chair out of the way, sending another crashing to the floor. He burst through the study door.

Alison was on her knees, holding a faded, bloodstained nightgown in her hands. All around her were smashed bottles of perfume, the odor overpowering now and sickening.

And on the wall, painted in blood-red enamel, were the words:

MAC THE KNIFE. KILLER OF CHASŎNG.


18

The paint on the walls was soft to the touch but not wet. The blood on the tattered nightgown was moist. The general’s study had been searched thoroughly by professionals. The desk had been pried apart, the leather uphofetery carefully slit. The boxed windowsills and weight sashes had been separated and exposed, the bookcase emptied of its contents, the bindings precisely cut.

Peter led Alison back into the kitchen, where he poured two glasses of straight Scotch. He returned to the basement, started the furnace, and plugged the broken window with rags. Upstairs in the living room he discovered that the fireplace worked; more than a dozen logs were in a large wicker bin to the right of the screen. He built a fire and sat with Alison on the couch in front of it. The horror was fading, but the questions remained.

“What’s Chasǒng?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I think it’s a place in Korea, but I’m not sure.”

“When we find out, we may learn what it was that happened. What it was they were looking for.”

“Anything could have happened. It was war, and—” She stopped, watching the flames.

“And he was a soldier who sent other soldiers into combat. It might be as simple as that. Someone who lost a son or a brother; someone out for vengeance. I’ve heard of such things.”

“But why him? There were hundreds like him. And he was known for leading his men, not staying behind. No one ever questioned any of his commands. Not that way.”

“Someone did,” said Peter. “Someone very sick.”

She looked at him for several moments, not answering. “You know what you’re saying, don’t you? Whether sick or not, whatever the person knows, or thinks he knows, it’s true.”

“I haven’t thought it out that far. I’m not sure it follows.”

“It has to. My father wouldn’t have turned his back on everything he believed in if it were anything eke.” She shuddered. “What could he have done?”

“It had something to do with your mother.”

“Impossible.”

“Is it? I saw that nightgown the afternoon I was here. She was wearing it then. She’d fallen down. There was broken glass around her.”

“She was always breaking things. She could be very destructive. The gown is a last cruel joke. I suppose it signifies my father’s impotence. That wasn’t a secret.”

“Where was your mother during the Korean War?”

“In Tokyo. We both were.”

“That was in fifty or fifty-oner?”

“Around then, yes. I was very young.”

“About six years old?”

“Yes.”

Peter sipped his Scotch. “Is that when your mother became ill?”

“Yes.”

“Your father said there was an accident. Do you remember what happened?”

“I know what happened. She drowned. I mean, really drowned. They brought her back with electric shock, but the loss of oxygen was too prolonged. It was enough to cause the brain damage.”

“How did it happen?”

“She was caught in the undertow at Funabashi Beach. She was swept out. The lifeguards couldn’t reach her in time.”

They were both silent for a while. Chancellor finished his Scotch, got up from the sofa, and poked the fire. “Shall I fix us something to eat? Then afterward we can—?”

“I’m not going back in there!” she said harshly, staring at the fire, interrupting him. Then she looked up. “Forgive me. You’re the last person I should yell at.”

“I’m the only one here,” he answered. “If you feel like yelling—?”

“I know,” she broke in, “it’s allowed.”

“I think it is.”

“Are there no limits to your tolerance?” She asked the question softly, gentle humor in her eyes. He could feel her warmth. And vulnerability.

“I don’t think I’m particularly tolerant. It’s not a word often associated with me.”

“I may test that judgment.” Alison rose from the sofa and approached him, putting her hands on his shoulders. With the fingers of her right hand she delicately outlined his left cheek, his eyes, and, finally, his lips. “I’m not a writer. I draw pictures; they’re my words. And I’m not capable of drawing what I think, or feel, right now. So I ask your tolerance, Peter. Will you give it to me?”

She leaned into him, her fingers still on his lips, and pressed her mouth against his, removing her fingers only when her lips widened.

He could feel the trembling in her body as she thrust herself against him. Her needs were born of exhaustion and sudden, overwhelming loneliness, thought Peter. She desperately wanted the expression of love, for a love had been taken away. Something—anything, perhaps—had to replace it, if only for a while, for a moment.

Oh, God, he understood! And because he understood he wanted her. It was in a way a confirmation of his own agonies. They had been born of the same exhaustion, the same manner of loneliness and guilt. It suddenly occurred to him that for months he’d had no one to talk to, no one had been permitted near him.

“I don’t want to go upstairs,” she whispered, her breath coming rapidly against his mouth, her fingers digging into his back as she clung to him.

“We won’t,” he answered softly, reaching for the buttons of her blouse.

She turned partially away from him and brought her right hand to her throat. In one gesture she tore her blouse away; with a second she opened his shirt. Their flesh met.

He was aroused in a way he had not been for months. Since Cathy. He led her to the couch and gently unhooked her brassiere. It fell away, revealing her soft, sloping breasts, the nipples taut, awakened. She pulled his head down, and as his mouth roamed over her skin, she reached for the buckle of his belt. They lay down and the comfort was splendid.

Alison fell into a deep sleep, and Peter knew it was pointless to try to get her upstairs into a bed. Instead, he brought down blankets and pillows. The fire had subsided. He lifted Alison’s head, placing the softest pillow beneath her, and draped a blanket over her naked body. She did not move.

He arranged two blankets on the floor in front of the fireplace, only feet from the couch, and lay down. He had understood a number of things during the past few hours, but not the state of his own exhaustion. He was asleep immediately.

He awoke with a start, unsure for a moment where he was, jolted by the sound of a log settling into its cradle of embers. There was dim light coming from the small front windows; it was early morning. He looked over at Alison on the couch. She was still asleep, the deep breathing had not changed. He lifted his wrist to see his watch. It was twenty to six. He had slept nearly seven hours.

He got up, put on his trousers, and wandered into the kitchen. The groceries were still there unopened, and he put them away. Rummaging in the old-fashioned cabinets, he found a coffeepot. It was a percolator, in keeping with the decor; it must have been made forty years ago. There was coffee in the refrigerator, and Peter tried to remember how to manipulate the pot and the grounds. He did the best he could and left the percolator over a small flame on the stove.

He walked back into the living room. Quietly, he put on the rest of his clothes, returned to the hall, and let himself out the front door. Their two suitcases and his briefcase weren’t going to do them any good in the army staff car parked in the small driveway.

It was cold and damp. The Maryland winter could not make up its mind whether to produce snow or stay on the edge of freezing mist. As a result the dampness was penetrating. Peter opened the car door and reached into the back seat for their luggage.

His eyes were abruptly riveted in shock; he was unable to control the gasp that emerged from his throat. The sight was appalling, grotesque.

And it explained the blood on the walls of MacAndrew’s study and on the nightgown.

On his suitcase, which lay flat on the seat above Alison’s on the floor, were the severed hind legs of an animal carcass, its ugly tendons extended beyond its blood-soaked fur. And on the leather, finger-painted in blood, was the word:

Chasǒng

Peter’s shock was replaced by a shudder of fear and revulsion. He backed out of the car, darting his eyes into the thick foliage and toward the road beyond. He walked cautiously around the automobile. He knelt down and picked up a rock, not sure why he did so, yet strangely, only slightly comforted by the primitive weapon.

There was the snap of a branch! A twig had been broken somewhere. There, or there, or—footsteps.

Someone was running. Suddenly running! On gravel.

Peter did not know whether his fear was suspended by the sound or by the fact that the racing footsteps were running away, but he ran as fast as he could after them. Then the footsteps were muted; the racing feet were now on a hard surface, not gravel. The road!

He crashed through the foliage, branches snapping back into his face, roots and trunks impeding his progress. He reached the road; fifty yards away a figure was running in the dim, early light toward an automobile. Vapor mingled with the morning mist; the car’s engine was being gunned. The right door was opened by an unseen hand from inside the car; the figure leaped in, and the automobile sped away into the semidarkness.

Peter stood in the road, perspiration rolling down his forehead. He let the rock drop and wiped his face.

The words came back to him, spoken by an angry woman over candlelight at the Hay-Adams in Washington.

Terror by fiat.

It was what he was witnessing now. Someone wanted to frighten Alison MacAndrew out of her mind. But why? Her father was dead. What was to be gained by terrifying the daughter?

He decided to keep part of the horror away from Alison. He wanted to keep it from her. Everything had happened too quickly, but he knew a void was being filled for him. Alison had come into his life.

He wondered if it would last. That question was suddenly very important to him. He turned and walked back to the car, removed the blood-soaked animal legs, and threw them into the woods. He took out the two suitcases and his briefcase and carried them back into the house. He was thankful that Alison was still asleep.

He left Alison’s suitcase in the hallway, picked up his own with his briefcase, and carried the two pieces into the kitchen. He remembered from somewhere that cold water removed blood more easily than hot. He turned on the tap, found paper towels, and for fifteen minutes rubbed the stained leather clean. What markings were left he scraped with the blade of a bread knife, roughing the surface until the outline of the letters disappeared.

And then, for reasons he could not explain to himself, he opened the briefcase, removed his notebook, and placed it on the table in the old-fashioned kitchen. The percolator bubbled. He poured a cup of coffee and returned to the table. He opened the notebook and stared at the yellow page half filled with words. It was not merely a compulsion of the morning; it was somehow fitting that he should try to examine his thoughts and put them down through another’s mind. For he had just lived through an experience he had attributed to a character he had created. He had been followed in darkness.


The FBI agents release Meredith. He wanders down the country road in the twilight.

There is a lapse of time.

Meredith has returned home. He tells his wife he was in an accident on Memorial Parkway, the car towed away for repairs. She does not believe him.

“Truth is not spoken here anymore,” she screams. “I can’t stand it any longer! What’s happening to us?”

Alex knows what’s happened to them. Hoover’s strategy of fear is too effective. The tensions have become unbearable; even their very strong marriage is in danger of coming apart. He is beaten. He accepts his wife’s ultimatum: They will leave Washington. He will leave the Justice Department and go back to private practice, a part of him dead. The most professional part. Hoover has won.

Another space. It is past midnight. Alex’s family are in bed. He has remained downstairs in his living room, a single table lamp on, the light dim, shadows everywhere. He has been drinking heavily. Mingled with his fear is the realization that everything he has believed in is meaningless.

In his drunken state he passes a window. Frightened, he parts the drapes and peers outside. He sees an FBI car parked down the block. Men are watching his house.

His mind snaps. The alcohol, the fear, the depression, and the anxiety combine to produce hysteria. He rushes to the front door and goes outside. He does not yell or scream; instead he imposes a grotesque silence on himself, a con-spiratorial silence. In his drunkenness he wants to reach his tormentors and surrender, to throw himself at their mercy, to become one of them. His panic is identical to his psychological collapse in wartime years ago.

He runs down the block. The car is gone; he hears voices in the darkness, but he can see no one. He races around the streets after the unseen voices, a part of him wondering if he’s gone mad, another part desperately wanting only to surrender, to give up to the victors and plead for their forgiveness.

He doesn’t know how long he’s been running, but the night air, the heavy breathing, and the physical strain reduce the effects of the alcohol. He begins to take hold of himself. He starts back toward his house, unsure of the streets. He must have run several miles.

As he walks, he spots the FBI car. It is around a corner, in shadows. There’s no one inside; the men who have followed him, watched him, abused him, are walking too, in the dark, quiet streets.

He hears footsteps in the darkness. Behind him, in front of him, to the right, to the left They fall into the rhythm of his heartbeat, becoming louder, until they’re like kettledrums; menacing, deafening.

He recognizes a street sign; he knows where he is. He begins to run again; the footsteps keep pace, producing the panic once more. He races in the middle of the street, turning corners, running like a maniac.

He sees his house. He is suddenly alarmed further, filled with a new fear that is overpowering. He had left the front door open. And there is a strange automobile parked in front of the curb.

He runs faster toward the strange car, prepared to kill if need be.

But the man inside the automobile arrived only minutes ago. He has been there waiting, thinking that perhaps Alex had taken a dog for a walk, carelessly leaving the door open.

“At five-thirty tomorrow afternoon, go to the Carteret Hotel. Room 1201. Take the elevator to the top floor, then walk down the stairs to the twelfth floor. We’ll have men watching. If you’re followed, we’ll throw them off.”

“What is all this? Who are you?”

“A man wants to meet with you. He’s a senator.”



“Peter, where are you?” It was Alison, her startled voice carried from the living room. The sound brought him back to the other world, the real one.

“In the kitchen,” he called out, his eyes on his suitcase; the leather was still damp, the scraping obvious. “I’ll be right there,” he said.

“Don’t bother,” Alison replied, her relief obvious. “There should be coffee in the ’fridge, and the pot’s in the upper right cabinet.”

“I found them,” he answered, picking up the suitcase, turning it around, and placing it in the corner. “The coffee didn’t turn out so well. I’ll try again.”

He went quickly to the table, brought the pot back to the sink, and began dismantling the antiquated mechanism. He threw the used grounds into an empty grocery bag and turned on the faucet.

Seconds later Alison came through the door, a blanket wrapped around her. Their eyes met, the message—the communication—clear. At the sight of her Peter ached; the ache was pleasant and warm.

“You’ve come into my life,” she said softly. “I wonder if you’ll stay.”

“I wondered the same about you. In my life.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?”


19

Varak came through the door of Bravo’s study without the usual knock.”

“It’s more than one man,” he said. “Or if it’s one man, he’s commanding others. They’ve made their first overt move. Chancellor thinks it’s directed to the girl. It’s not, of course; it’s meant for him.”

“They want to stop him, then.” Bravo did not ask a question.

“And if he won’t be stopped,” added Varak, “throw him off the scent. Decoy him.”

“Please explain.”

“I’ve run the tapes. You can hear them if you like. And see them—both audio and video. They tore apart MacAndrew’s study, searching for something … or giving the illusion of searching. I tend to favor the latter. The decoy was in the name. Chasǒng. They want him to think it’s a key.”

“Chasǒng?” said Bravo, reflecting. “That goes back a long time, if I’m not mistaken. I remember Truman exploding over it. The Battle of Chasǒng, Korea.”

“Yes. Five minutes ago I got a computer readout from G-Two archives. Chasǒng was our worst defeat north of the thirty-eighth parallel. It was an unauthorized attack—?”

“For minor real estate,” interrupted St Claire. “A few meaningless hills. It was the first in a series of debacles that eventually led to MacArthur’s dismissal.”

“The printout doesn’t put it quite that way, of course.”

“Of course. So?”

“MacAndrew was a colonel then. He was one of the commanders.”

Bravo reflected. “Does Chasǒng correspond in time with the missing data in MacAndrew’s service record?”

“Approximately. If it’s the decoy, it would have to. Whoever has Hoover’s files can’t know precisely what MacAndrew told Chancellor. A panicked man under the stress of being discovered will often base his cover in accurate chronology and false information.”

“ ‘While the bank was being robbed ten days ago, I was at the movies.’ ”

“Exactly.”

“Lifted to this level, it becomes quite cerebral, doesn’t it?”

“The chess tournament’s begun. I think you should hear and see the tapes.”

“Very well.”

The two men walked quickly out of Bravo’s study to the brass-grilled elevator at the rear of the front hall. A minute later St. Claire and Varak walked into the small studio in the basement complex. The equipment was set to run.

“We’ll start at the beginning. It’s the videotape.” Varak switched on the video projector. The blank lead-in tape produced a white square on the wall. “The camera was too obvious to place inside the bouse. Incidentally, it’s tripped electronically. Please remember that.”

The image of MacAndrew’s house was thrown on the wall. But the light was not that of early evening, the time when Chancellor and the girl had arrived. Instead, there was bright sunlight.

The agent snapped a switch. The tape stopped; a still picture remained on the wall. “Yes,” said Varak. “The camera was tripped. It’s very sensitive. The timer tells us it was three o’clock in the afternoon. Someone has entered the house, obviously from the rear, out of camera range.” He snapped the switch again; the tape continued. Then it stopped again. The projector shut off automatically. Again, St Claire looked quizzically at Varak.

“They’re in the house now. The trip’s deactivated. We go to audio.” The agent pressed a button on his audio tape machine.

There were the sounds of footsteps, a door being opened, the squeak of a hinge, more footsteps, the opening of a second door. “There are two men,” said Varak. “Or possibly one man and a heavy woman. According to the decibel count, each weighs over a hundred and fifty pounds.” There was an indistinguishable series of rustling sounds and then a strange, eerie bleat. It came again, now more pronounced and, in its way, quite terrible. Varak spoke. “It’s an animal. Sheep family, I think. But perhaps a pig. I’ll refine it later.”

The next minutes were taken up with harsh, swift sounds. Paper cut, leather and fabric sliced, drawers opened. Finally there was the smashing of glass, interspersed with the strident squeals of the unknown animal, squeals that suddenly erupted into a screech.

“The animal is being killed.” Varak spoke simply.

“Good God!” said St Claire.

Then from the speakers came a human voice. Two words.

Let’s go.

The tape stopped. Varak turned off the machine. “We’ll pick up approximately three hours later. With the arrival of Chancellor and MacAndrew’s daughter. There’s a twenty-second video still of the house; that’s the intruders leaving—again out of range, so we have no picture of them.” The agent paused as if unsure of how to explain something. “I’ve edited out a particular section, and with your permission I’ll destroy it. It’s irrelevant. It merely establishes the fact that Chancellor and the girl have formed a relationship. Temporary, probably.”

“I understand and I thank you,” said Bravo.

The house once again appeared briefly on the wall. It was night now. A car was seen driving up to the stone path leading to the front door. Alison emerged and stood for a moment looking at the house. She proceeded up the path. Chancellor came into view carrying grocery bags. They paused on the small porch, talked briefly, and then the girl opened her purse and searched for a key. Taking it out, she opened the door.

The two seemed startled at something. A further discussion ensued, more animated than before, and then they went inside. With the closing of the door the videotape stopped. Without speaking, Varak reached over and pressed the audio button.

Come on, we’ll put the bags in the kitchen. The girl. Footsteps, the rustling of paper, the metallic squeak of a hinge, and then a prolonged silence followed. The woman finally spoke again.

My father reconstructed wherever possible the types of surroundings she associated with her childhood.

Chancellor: It’s an extraordinary love story.

It was an extraordinary sacrifice. The girl.

You resented her, didn’t you. Chancellor.

Yes, I did. He was an exceptional man..…

Suddenly Varak reached over and snapped the switch. “That’s the key. The mother. I’d stake everything I know on it Chasǒng’s a decoy. For the next half hour, listen very, very carefully. The writer in Chancellor honed in on her instinctively, but she dissuaded him. Not intentionally, because I don’t think she knows.”

“I shall listen most carefully, Mr. Varak.”

They both did. Several times Bravo was forced to dart his eyes away, at nothing, in response to the unexpected: at the girl’s scream from inside her father’s study, at the sobs and the tears that followed, at Chancellor’s compassion and sharp interrogation. The writer’s imagination would not be stopped. His original premise was right, St. Claire reflected. In less than nine weeks Chancellor had made extraordinary progress. Neither he nor Varak knew how or why, but the murder of Walter Rawlins was related to the files somehow, and now there was this maverick general, his outspoken daughter, and a decoy called Chasǒng. Above all, the overt move had been made. Men had come out of the dark, the sounds of their actions recorded.

St. Claire did not know where Chancellor was taking them. Only that Hoover’s files were closer.

The images appeared once again on the wall: Chancellor coming out of the house, opening the car door, and recoiling. Then cautiously walking around the car, picking up a rock, running into the foliage, returning, throwing two indistinguishable objects out of the car, removing the suitcases, and going back into the house.

Sound then: running water and scraping.

“An hour ago I stopped the tape and studied the picture. He’s removing the name Chasǒng from the suitcase,” Varak explained. “He doesn’t want the girl to see it.”

Silence ensued. The microphones picked up the scratching of a pencil against paper. Varak jumped the tape to the sound of recorded voices.

Peter, where are you?

In the kitchen.…

A discussion about making coffee, rapid footsteps, obscure movement.

You’ve come into my life. I wonder if you’ll stay. Spoken softly by Alison MacAndrew.

I wondered the same about you. In my life.

We’ll see, won’t we?

It was over. Varak turned off the machine and stood up. Bravo remained in the chair, his aristocratic fingers joined together under his chin.

“That scratching we heard,” he said. “Can we presume he was writing?”

“I think so. It fits his habits.”

“Remarkable, isn’t it? In the midst of it all, he turned to his novel.”

“Unusual, perhaps. I don’t know how remarkable. If we’re doing things right, his novel is becoming very real to him.”

Bravo disengaged his fingers and placed his hands on the arms of the chair. “Which brings us to that novel and your interpretation of it. As inconceivable as I find it, do you still believe our quarry is a member of Inver Brass?”

“First, let me ask a question. When I asked you to call a meeting the night before last, did you give the members the information I thought advisable? That Chancellor had met the girl?”

“I would have told you if I hadn’t.”

“I knew you disapproved.”

“My disapproval was based on my conviction. That same conviction led me to follow your instructions, if only to prove you wrong.” Bravo’s speech was clipped, bordering on the disagreeable. “Now, what’s your answer? Are you still convinced a member of Inver Brass has those files?”

“I’ll know within a day or two.”

“Which is no answer.”

“It’s the best I can do. Frankly I think I’m right; everything points to it.”

St. Claire sat up. “Because I told them about Chancellor and the girl and gave them MacAndrew’s name?”

“Not just the name,” replied Varak. “The fact that eight months is missing from his service record.”

“Inconclusive! Whoever has Hoover’s files knows it.”

“Precisely. That decoy—the diversionary Chasǒng—occurred during those eight months. I think we can assume that whatever happened at Chasǒng, whatever military decisions MacAndrew made or refused to make, could not have been sufficiently damaging to cause him to resign. If they had, there were enough men at the Pentagon who would have forced him out long ago.”

“A disagreeable incident, perhaps,” Bravo agreed, “but not a disastrous one. A part of the file, but not the vital part.”

“A cover for it,” agreed Varak. “Something else happened, possibly related, possibly not. Assuming there’s a primary connection—which we must assume—it’s that something else that can lead us to whoever has Hoover’s files.”

“Then, what you’re telling me is”—St. Claire’s eyes strayed—“that given the twenty-four-hour period between Inver Brass’s meeting and Chancellor’s arrival at MacAndrew’s house, the decoy was culled from the files. The other night was the first Inver Brass had heard of Chancellor, to say nothing of MacAndrew.”

“The first Inver Brass—as a group—had heard of Chancellor. But not whoever has the files. He knew because Chancellor made contact with two of the victims. MacAndrew and Rawlins. I don’t think there’s any question that they were victims.”

“All right, I’ll accept that.” Bravo got out of the chair. “So then, it boils down to one specific piece of information: Peter Chancellor had made contact with the general’s daughter. They were on their way to the Rock-ville house. And rather than have the encounter lead to a blank wall, the Chasǒng ruse is planted. To send Chancellor off in another direction.”

“That’s it,” said Varak firmly. “Otherwise, why use Chasǒng at all?”

“Still,” said St. Claire, “why does it have to be a member of Inver Brass?”

“Because no one eke knew that Chancellor had made contact with the girl. I can assure you of that. Except for our taps his phones are sterile; there is no surveillance on him but our own. Yet, within twelve hours of Inver Brass’s meeting MacAndrew’s house is broken into and an elaborate deception is mounted for Chancellor. Those twelve hours were enough to examine MacAndrew’s dossier and come up with the Chasǒng decoy.”

St. Claire nodded sadly. “You’re very convincing.”

“The facts are convincing. I wish they weren’t”

“God knows, so do I. A member of Inver Brass! The most honored men in the nation. You speak of probability. That’s one I would have considered nonexistent.”

“Chancellor didn’t. For him it was defined at the outset. You said it yourself when we began: He’s not restricted by fact or conditioning. Incidentally, he calls his Inver Brass the Nucleus.”

St. Claire stared at the wall where minutes before the images had been projected. “The reality and the fantasy. It’s extraordinary.” He let the words trail off.

“It’s what we wanted,” said Varak. “What we hoped for.”

“Yes, of course. You’ll know for certain within a day or two, you say?”

“I’ll guarantee it if you’ll call another meeting. After MacAndrew’s funeral. I want two more names fed to Inver Brass.”

“Oh? Who?”

“The first is a newspaper columnist, Phyllis Maxwell. She’s—?”

“I know who she is. Why?”

“I’m not sure—she hasn’t surfaced before. But Chancellor’s met her, and he’s written a character into his novel that bears a striking resemblance to her.”

“I see. Who’s the other?”

Varak hesitated. It was obvious he expected resistance. “Paul Bromley. The man from General Services Administration.”

“No!” The diplomat reacted emphatically. “I won’t permit it. Bromley has my word! For one thing, it doesn’t make sense. Bromley begins with B. We’re after names from M to Z!”

“Remember, Bromley’s code name is Viper,” replied Varak. “It’s been in continuous use at the Pentagon, G-Two, and the bureau for over twenty months. He’s been out of sight since August; he’s virtually disappeared. He’s dangerous to a lot of people in Washington, but no one’s heard from him. Viper’s the forgotten man, and thus he’s ideal for our purposes.”

Bravo paced slowly. “The man’s suffered so much. You’re asking a lot.”

“Minor compared to our objective. From what I know about Bromley, I believe he’d be the first to agree.”

St. Claire closed his eyes, thinking of the anguish Bromley had lived through. The aging, irascible accountant who had had the courage to take on the Pentagon by himself. His reward was an addicted daughter, who, missing for three years, had returned as an unbalanced killer; and now that his world was stable again, the nightmare promised to return. He was to be used as bait.

But in his field, in the dark corners of his exotic profession, Stefan Varak was brilliant. And he was right.

“Go to work,” St. Claire said. “I’ll convene Inver Brass tonight.”

The drum rolls were soft. Muted intrusions of thunder carried on the December wind. The grave was in the north section of Arlington Cemetery. The honor guard stood on the west flank. The rigid phalanx carried the Army’s unspoken command: The coffin will be taken this far, and no further. It will then be lowered beneath the earth. We are here in military splendor to demand respect. It shall be rendered. But silently. There will be no signs of private grief, for these are not seemly. This is Army ground. We are men. Dead men.

It was frightening, thought Chancellor, standing several feet behind Alison, who was seated in a single, plain black chair at the foot of the cordoned-off area. One did not touch, one did not relate. To anything except the ritual.

We are put to rest by the numbers. Count off!

Around the square gravesite, beyond the chains, stood the senior officers of the Pentagon. A dozen or so had come up to Alison, speaking softly, holding her hands. She was the Greek chorus that told Peter who the players were in relation to her father. And he kept his eyes alert. It was entirely possible that someone at that gravesite held the secret of Chasǒng. He could only study the faces and allow his imagination free rein.

There was one man, roughly the same age as MacAndrew, who caught Peter’s attention. He was a major, and he was dark-complexioned. Mediterranean heritage, Chancellor thought. He stood silently throughout the brief service, talking to no one. When the coffin was carried from the hearse across the lawn to the grave, the man’s eyes remained front; he did not acknowledge the presence of the deceased.

It was only during the chaplain’s eulogy that the major showed any sign of emotion. It was brief—barely a flash—in his eyes, at the corners of his mouth. The expression was one of hatred.

Peter kept looking at him. For a moment the major seemed aware that he was being watched, and for an instant he locked eyes with Chancellor. The hatred flashed again and disappeared. He looked away.

When the service was over and the flag given to the daughter of the buried soldier, the officers came up one by one to say the expected words.

But the dark-complexioned major turned and walked away without saying anything. Peter watched him. He reached the slope of a small hill beyond the serrated ranks of graves and stopped. Slowly he turned and looked back, an isolated figure standing above the headstones.

Chancellor had the instinctive feeling that the major wanted a last look at MacAndrew’s grave, as though to convince himself that the object of his loathing was really dead. It was a bleakly curious moment.

“I could feel your eyes behind me,” said Alison as they settled back in the limousine that would take them out of Arlington Cemetery into Washington. “I glanced at you once. You were studying the crowd. And I know you heard every word said to me. Did you find anyone—or anything—interesting?”

“Yes,” replied Peter. “A major. An Italian-looking fellow, or Spanish. He didn’t come up to you. He was the only one of the officers who didn’t.”

Alison looked out the window at the passing rows of graves. She kept her voice low so as not to he heard by the army chauffeur and the escort. “Yes, I saw him.”

“Then, you had to see the way he acted. It was strange.”

“It was normal. For him. He wears his resentments like decorations. They’re part of his decorations.”

“Who is he?”

“His name is Pablo Ramirez. He’s from San Juan, one of the first appointments to West Point from the territory. I guess you’d call him the token Hispanic, before anyone knew what the term meant.”

“Did he know your father?”

“Yes. They served together. Ramirez was two years behind him at the Point.”

Peter touched her arm. “Did they serve together in Korea?”

“You mean Chasǒng?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know. Korea, yes. Also in North Africa in World War Two, and several years ago in Vietnam. But I don’t know about Chasǒng.”

“I’d like to find out. Why did he resent your father?”

“I’m not sure he did. Any more than he resented anyone else. I said resentments. Plural.”

“Why?”

“He’s still a major. Most of his contemporaries are light colonels, full birds, or brigadiers.”

“Is his resentment justified? Did he get passed over because he’s Puerto Rican?”

“Oh, I suppose, partially. It’s a pretty closed society in those regions. And I’ve heard the jokes: ‘Be careful if you take Ramirez to a fleet cocktail party. They’ll put a jacket on him.’ In the navy the P.R.’s are houseboys. That sort of thing.”

“That sort of thing justifies a lot of resentment.”

“I’m sure it does, but it’s not the whole picture. Ramirez was given a great many opportunities—more than most—perhaps because he was a member of a minority. He hasn’t done much with them.”

Peter glanced out the window, vaguely troubled. The look he had seen in Ramirez’s eyes was specific hatred, directed at specific objects. MacAndrew’s coffin. MacAndrew’s grave. MacAndrew.

“What did your father think of him?” he asked.

“About what I just told you. He was a lightweight, hotheaded and too emotional. Not at all reliable. Dad refused to second two field promotions for him. Beyond that, he didn’t say much.”

“What did he mean, ‘not at all reliable’?”

Alison frowned. “I’d have to think. It was in the areas of recap and recon, I believe.”

“That’s nice. I haven’t the vaguest idea what you’re talking about.”

She laughed. “Sorry. They’re written reports to field headquarters. Combat summaries and reconnaissance.”

“That doesn’t help much, but I think I know what you mean. Your father was saying that Ramirez was a liar. Either emotionally or by design.”

“I guess so. He’s not important, Peter.” Alison placed her hand on his. “It’s over. Finished, past, over. Thank you, thank you more than I can ever say.”

“We’re not ‘over,’ ” he said.

She held his eyes. “I hope not.” Then she smiled. “A hotel’s a beautiful idea. We’ll luxuriate for a whole day and not think about anything. I’m sick of thinking. Then tomorrow I’ll go see the lawyer and take care of things. I don’t want you to feel you have to stay. I’ll be back in New York in a few days.”

Chancellor was startled; he wondered if she’d forgotten. So abruptly, so completely. He held her hand, not wanting her to pull away. “But there’s the house in Maryland. Men broke in and—?”

“Oh, God! Let it go! He’s dead. They made their point, whatever it was.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” he said.

“All right.”

Peter understood. Alison had faced the agony of her father’s death and the further anguish of examining that death. At the burial she had confronted the men who had tried to destroy him. The service at Arlington was a symbol for her: The Gordian knot had been severed; she was free to find her own world. And now he was asking her to go back.

He had to. Because it wasn’t over. He knew it and so did she.

Chancellor knew something else, too. Alison had said that Ramirez was not important.

He was.
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Once again the limousines arrived at the Georgetown house at different times, from different points of origin. Once again silent drivers had met their passengers sight unseen. Inver Brass convened.

It had been an unspoken agreement for many weeks between the elders—Bravo, Venice, and Christopher—that the choice of a new Genesis was between the two remaining younger men: Banner and Paris.

Beyond doubt, each was qualified, each brilliant, each extraordinary in several fields.

Banner had come to Liver Brass six years ago. He had been the youngest president in the history of a major eastern university, but he had left to assume chairmanship of the international Roxton Foundation. His name was Frederick Wells, and his expertise was in global finance. And yet, in spite of the worldwide impact of his decisions, Wells had never lost sight of the fundamental human need for dignity, respect, and the freedoms of choice and expression. Wells believed deeply in human beings, with all their flaws, and those who sought to repress human beings or shape them or dominate them felt his wrath.

As John Edgar Hoover had unknowingly felt it.

Paris was the newest recruit; he had joined Inver Brass barely four years before. He was a scholar. His ancestral roots were in Castile, but his own were fervently planted in America, where his family had fled to escape the Falangists. His name was Carlos Montelán. Presently, he occupied the Maynard Chair of International Relations at Harvard and was considered the country’s most perceptive analyst of twentieth-century geopolitical thought. For a dozen years succeeding administrations had tried to recruit Montelán into the State Department, but he had demurred. He was a scholar, not an activist. He knew the intrinsic dangers that existed when theoreticians moved into the swift world of pragmatic negotiations.

Yet Montelán never stopped probing, never ceased his questioning of men and their motives—whether personal or related to a larger cause. And when he found one or both without merit, or destructive, he did not hesitate to make an active decision.

As he had not hesitated in the case of John Edgar Hoover.

Bravo had put off the selection of either contender, in spite of Christopher’s urging. Christopher was Jacob Dreyfus, a banker, and last of the Jewish patriarchs, whose house rivaled the Baruchs’ and the Lehmans’. Christopher was eighty and knew his time was short; it was important to him that Inver Brass install its leader. A house without a man to give it direction was no house at all. And for Jacob Dreyfus there was no “house” in this beloved land as vital as the one he had helped found—Inver Brass.

He had said as much to Bravo, and Munro St. Claire knew that no one said it better than Jacob. St. Claire had been there at the beginning, too, as had Daniel Sutherland, the black giant whose extraordinary intellect had carried him from the fields of Alabama to the highest judicial circles in the country. But neither Bravo nor Venice could summon the words that defined Liver Brass as well as Christopher could.

As Jacob Dreyfus expressed it, Inver Brass had been born in chaos, at a time when the nation was being torn apart, on the edge of self-destruction. The market had collapsed, business had ground to a halt; factories had been closed, storefronts boarded up, farms allowed to fall into disuse as cattle died and machinery rusted. The inevitable explosions of violence had begun to take place.

In Washington inept leaders had been incapable of action. So in the last months of 1929 Inver Brass had been formed. The first Genesis had been a Scotsman, an investment banker who’d followed the advice of Baruch and Dreyfus and had gotten out of the market. It had been he who had given the group its name, after a small marshland lake in the Highlands that was not on any map. For Inver Brass had to exist in secrecy. It operated outside the government bureaucracy because it had to operate swiftly, without encumbrances.

Massive sums of money had been transferred to countless distressed areas where violence—born of need—had erupted. Throughout the country the sharp edges of that violence had been dulled by the wealth of Inver Brass; the fires had been dampened, contained within acceptable limits.

But mistakes had been made, corrected as soon as they’d been understood. Some had gone beyond repair. The Depression had been worldwide; infusions of capital had been required beyond the nation’s shores.

There was Germany. The economic devastations of the Versailles Treaty, the inadequacy of the Locarno pacts, the impracticality of the Dawes Plan—they were all misunderstood, the men of Inver Brass had thought. And that had been their most calamitous mistake. One that thirty-five years later a graduate student named Peter Chancellor began to perceive as the one thing it was not. A conspiracy of global politics.

He had to be stopped, this young man Chancellor. Inver Brass was in the shadows of his imagination, and he did not know it.

But the mistake had led the men of Inver Brass into new territory. They had entered the realm of national policy. At first it was to try to rectify the errors they had made. But later it was because they could contribute. Inver Brass had the wisdom and the resources. It could act and react swiftly, without interference, answerable to no one but its collective conscience.

Munro St. Claire and Daniel Sutherland had listened to Jacob’s impassioned plea for the quick appointment of a new Genesis. Neither replied with any passion at all. Each had agreed without conviction, essentially saying nothing. St. Claire knew that Sutherland could not know what he knew: There was the possibility Inver Brass harbored a traitor. So Sutherland’s doubts had to lie elsewhere. St. Claire thought he knew what those doubts were: The days of Inver Brass were coming to a close. Perhaps they would end with the elders, and maybe it was better that way. Time mandates change; they were from another era.

St. Claire’s doubts were much more specific. It was why he could not permit the elevation of a new Genesis. Not from either contender. For if there was a traitor in Liver Brass, it was either Banner or Paris.

They sat around the circular table, the empty Genesis chair a reminder of their essential impermanence. There was no need for a fire in the Franklin stove. No papers would have to be burned; none were on the table, nor would there be any. No coded reports had been delivered, for there were no decisions to make, only information to be imparted and comments to be heard.

A trap was to be set. First, developments had to be described in such a way that St. Claire could observe the reaction of each man at that table. And then two names would be given: Phyllis Maxwell, journalist; Paul Bromley—code: Viper—vanished critic of the Pentagon. Vanished, but easily traced by any man at that table.

“Our meeting will be short this evening,” said Bravo. “The purpose is to bring you up to date and hear anything you might have to say regarding the new developments.”

“I trust that includes a comment on past decisions,” said Paris.

“It includes anything you like.”

“Good,” continued Paris. “Since the other evening, I’ve picked up two books by Peter Chancellor. I’m not sure why you chose him. True, he has a quick mind and a flair for prose, but he’s hardly a writer of lasting distinction.”

“We weren’t looking for literary merit.”

“Neither am I. And I don’t discount the popular novel. I merely refer to this specific writer. Is he as capable as perhaps a dozen others? Why him?”

“Because we knew him,” interjected Christopher. “We don’t know a dozen others.”

“I beg your pardon?” Paris leaned forward.

“Christopher’s point is well taken,” said Bravo. “We know a great deal about Chancellor. Six years ago we had reason to learn. You both know the history of Inver Brass; we’ve concealed nothing from you. Our contributions, our errors. In the late sixties Chancellor was writing …” Bravo paused and addressed Paris—“an analytical dissertation on the Weimar collapse and the emergence of militant Germany. He came very close to identifying Inver Brass. He had to be stopped.”

There was silence around the table. St. Claire knew that the Negro and, more profoundly, the Jew were thinking about those days. Each in his own anguish.

“That dissertation,” clarified Banner, staring at Paris, “became the novel Reichstag!”

“Wasn’t that dangerous?” asked Paris.

“It was fair,” replied Venice.

“It was also fiction,” added Christopher disagreeably.

“That answers my question,” said Paris. “It was a matter of familiarity as much as anything. Better a known entity with its limitations than an unknown one with greater promise.”

“Why do you persist in discrediting Chancellor?” asked Venice. “We’re after Hoover’s files, not literary distinction.”

“Subjective comparisons,” answered the scholar. “He’s the type of writer that annoys me. I know something about the events of Sarajevo and the conditions prevalent at the time. I read his book. He bases his conclusions on intentionally misinterpreted facts and on exaggerated associations. Yet I’m sure thousands of readers accept what he writes as authentic history.”

Bravo leaned back in his chair. “I read that book too, and know something about the events leading up to Sarajevo. Would you say that Chancellor’s inclusion of the industrial conspiracy was in error?”

“Of course not It’s been established.”

“Then, regardless of how he arrived at it, he was correct.”

Paris smiled. “If you’ll forgive me, I’m relieved that you don’t teach history. But as I said, my question is answered. What are the new developments?”

“The developments constitute authentic progress; they can be termed nothing eke.” Bravo proceeded to describe Chancellor’s driving with Alison to Kennedy Airport, their meeting with the military escort, and the arrival of the plane bearing the general’s coffin. As Varak had suggested, St Claire spoke slowly, watching for any reaction that would indicate someone at the table anticipated his words because the events were known to him. It would be in the eyes, Varak had said. A brief, clouded response that was recognition. Certain chemical changes could not be concealed; the eyes were the microscope.

St. Claire found no such reactions. No such responses. Only total absorption from each member at the table.

He proceeded to describe what had been heard on the tape, what had been seen on film.

“Without Varak’s preparations we wouldn’t have learned of the extraordinary action taken against Chancellor. And it was against Chancellor, not MacAndrew’s daughter. We believe it’s an attempt to throw him off course; to convince him MacAndrew’s resignation was the result of command decisions made years ago in Korea, at a place called Chasǒng.”

Paris’s eyes widened; he reacted visibly. Then he spoke. “The killers of Chasǒng.…”

A sharp pain shot through St. Claire’s chest; he lost his breath, unable for a moment to find it. He struggled for control as he looked sharply at Carlos Montelán.

The words Paris spoke were chilling to him. There was no way Paris could have known them! Nowhere on the tapes had the phrase been employed, and St. Claire had not used it!

“What does that mean?” asked Venice, shifting his large frame in the chair.

“As any military historian will tell you, it was an epithet used to characterize the officers at the Battle of Chasǒng,” said Paris. “It was suicidal madness. Troops revolted up and down the lines; many were shot by their own officers. It was a disastrous strategy, in some ways the political turning point of the war. If MacAndrew was there, it’s quite possible a long-dormant victim may have surfaced. It could be his motive for resigning.”

St. Claire watched Paris closely, relieved by the academic’s explanation.

“Could it be related to his death in Hawaii?” asked Christopher, his gnarled hands trembling as he spoke.

“No,” replied Bravo slowly. “MacAndrew was shot by Longworth.”

“You mean Varak?” asked an incredulous Wells.

“No,” said Bravo. “The real Longworth. In Hawaii.”

It was as though a loud whip had been cracked. Eyes were riveted on St. Claire.

“How? Why?” Anger was in Venice’s voice. Daniel Sutherland was outraged.

“It was unpredictable and therefore uncontrollable. As you know, Varak used Longworth’s name with Chancellor. It was a source he could check, a springboard. Chancellor gave the name to MacAndrew, told him that Longworth had access to the files. After his wife died, the general flew halfway across the world to find Longworth. He found him.”

“Then MacAndrew presumed that only Longworth knew what happened at Chasǒng,” said Frederick Wells thoughtfully. “That the information was in Hoover’s files and nowhere else.”

“And that leads us nowhere. Except back to the files.” Once again Christopher spoke disagreeably.

“It does help,” added Banner, looking at Bravo. “It confirms what you say. Chasǒng is a diversion.”

“Why?” asked Venice.

Wells turned to the judge. “Because there was no reason for it. Why was it used at all?”

“I agree.” St. Claire leaned forward, his composure regained. The first part of Varak’s trap had produced nothing. It was the moment for the second, the two names. “As I told you the other night, Chancellor is well into his novel. Varak managed to get his hands on the manuscript. There are two rather startling developments. I should say, two people have surfaced, neither of whom were considered previously. We don’t know why. One is a thinly disguised character in the book, the other a man in Chancellor’s notes—a man he is trying to find. The first is the newspaper columnist, Phyllis Maxwell. The second, an accountant named Bromley, Paul Bromley. He used to be with General Services. Do any of you have any particular information on either of these people?”

None did. But the names were planted, the second trap set. If there was substance in Varak’s conclusions, St. Claire wondered which of them would be caught. Banner or Paris? Frederick Wells or Carlos Montelán.

The conversation trailed off. Bravo indicated that Inver Brass’s meeting was over. He pushed back his chair but was stopped by Wells’s voice.

“Is Varak outside in the hallway?”

“Yes, of course,” answered the diplomat. “He’s made arrangements for your departures, as usual.”

“I’d like to ask him a question. I’ll address it first to all of you. There were microphones inside the Rockville house. You describe the sounds of men breaking in and ransacking MacAndrew’s study but no words to accompany these sounds. Outside, a camera is triggered but shows nothing because the intruders were out of visual range. It’s almost as if they knew about the equipment.”

“What’s your question?” asked Montelán, a sharp edge to his voice. “I’m not sure I like the implication.”

Banner looked at Paris. It was unmistakable, thought St. Claire. Lines were drawn. Lines? Lions, perhaps. The young standing up against the aging and each other, growling for leadership of the pride.

“I find it curious. The files were taken in such a way—at such a time—as to indicate the thieves anticipated Hoover’s death. Months of intensive investigation led nowhere; one of the best intelligence specialists in this country reports that he’s made no progress. Bravo conceives of the idea of using this writer Chancellor to probe. Our intelligence specialist expedites the plan; the writer is programmed and begins his work. As expected, he creates a disturbance. Those who have Hoover’s files are alarmed and make their move against him. A move, I submit, that should have been sufficient for them to be trapped. But we have no one on film, no voices on a tape.”

Montelán leaned forward in his chair. “Are you suggesting—?”

“I’m suggesting,” interrupted Banner, “that although our specialist is known for his thoroughness, there was a conspicuous absence of it yesterday.”

“Too much!” Christopher exploded. His gaunt features were pinched, his bony fingers trembled. “Have you any idea who Varak is? What he’s seen in his life? What drives him?”

“I know he’s filled with hatred,” replied Banner softly. “And that frightens me.”

There was silence at the table. The essential truth of Frederick Wells’s statement had its effect. It was possible that Stefan Varak had operated on a different level from them, motivated by a hatred unknown to anyone in that room.

St. Claire remembered Varak’s words: I’ll seek out the Nazi in any form he is revived in and go after him. If you think there’s any difference between what those files represent and the objectives of the Third Reich, you’re very much mistaken.

Once the Nazi was found and destroyed, what better way to control his disciples than to control the files?

Bravo pushed his chair back and rose from the table. He went to a cabinet in the wall, unlocked it, and took out a short-barreled, .38-caliber pistol. He closed the cabinet, returned to his chair, and sat down. The weapon was in his hand, out of sight.

“Will you ask Mr. Varak to come in, please?”

Stefan Varak stood behind the empty Genesis chair studying the members of Inver Brass. St. Claire watched him closely, until Varak’s eyes met his.

“Mr. Varak, we have a question to ask you. We would appreciate a concise answer. Proceed, if you will, Banner.”

Wells did so. “Mr. Varak, through Chancellor you anticipated an event that could have led us to Hoover’s files,” he concluded. “One identification, visually or by a voice print. You set the trap, which presumes you understood its importance. Yet your acknowledged thoroughness, your professionalism, was not in evidence. I ask myself why. It would have been a simple matter to have positioned two, three, six cameras, if necessary. Had you done so, the hunt might have been over now, the files in our possession. Why, Mr. Varak? Or why not?”

The blood rushed to Varak’s blond head; he was flushed with anger. All the signs he had taught Bravo to look for were apparent in the teacher. Did anger, like fear, produce the uncontrollable chemical changes Varak had spoken of? St. Claire moved the pistol on his lap and inserted his finger over the trigger.

And then the moment passed. Varak imposed self-control. “It’s a fair question,” he said calmly. “I’ll answer it as concisely as I can. As you know, I work alone except in rare instances where I employ others who can never trace my identity. A case in point was a taxi driver in New York. He picked up Chancellor and the girl and drove them to the airport; their conversation was taped. The driver reached me in Washington and played it over the telephone. It was the first I heard about their staying in Rockville. I had very little time to get my equipment, drive out to the house, and install it. I was fortunate to mount even one camera with the proper infrared film. That’s my answer.”

Again the silence as the members of Inver Brass studied Varak. Beneath the table St. Claire removed his finger from the trigger. He had spent a lifetime learning to discern the truth when he heard it. In his judgment he had just heard the truth.

He hoped to God he was right.
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Habit caused Peter to wake up at four thirty in the morning. Custom willed him to get out of bed, go to his briefcase on a bedroom chair, and remove his leather notebook.

They were in a suite at the Hay-Adams, and it was Alison’s introduction to his odd hours of work.

She heard him and bolted upright in the bed.

“Is there a fire?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d hear me.”

“I know I can’t see you. It’s dark out. What happened?”

“Nothing happened. It’s morning. It’s when I like to work. Go back to sleep. I’ll be in the next room.”

Alison fell back into the pillow, shaking her head. Peter smiled and carried his notebook into the sitting room. To the coffee table and the couch.

Three hours later he had finished the eighth chapter. He had not referred to the outline; it was not necessary. He knew the emotions he was defining for Alexander Meredith. He had been gripped with fear; he had panicked. He knew what it was to be the object of a violent chase; he had heard racing footsteps in the darkness.

Alison awoke shortly before eight. He joined her and they made love. Slowly, enfolded in each other, each awakened response more lovely, more exciting than the last, until they were caught in the desperate rhythm of their combined hunger, neither allowing the other to lessen the intensity.

And they fell asleep in each other’s arms, the comfort each sought found in the other.

They awoke at ten thirty, had breakfast in the room, and began thinking about the rest of the day. Peter had promised her a day of “luxuriating”; he wanted to provide it. She deserved it. As he watched her across the breakfast table, he was struck by something that he should have noticed before. In spite of the strain and the sadness Alison had a quality of quiet humor within her; it was never far away.

Cathy had had that quality.

Peter reached across the table for her hand. She took it smiling, her eyes searching his with kindness.

The telephone rang. It was her father’s lawyer. There were various papers to sign and government forms to be filled out and legal rights to be understood. The general’s will was simple, but the army’s death procedures were not. Would Alison please be at his office at two o’clock? If there were no complications, she’d be finished by five.

Chancellor promised that they would luxuriate tomorrow. Actually they would start at one minute after five.

Because the next day, Peter thought to himself, he would bring up the subject of the Rockville house.

Alison left at one thirty for the lawyer’s office. Chancellor returned to his leather notebook.

Chapter 9—Outline


The chapter’s objective is the meeting of Alex Meredith and the senator. It will take place in the hotel room after a harrowing chase during which Alex must elude those following him. In meeting the senator, Alex becomes aware that there is a group of powerful men willing to fight Hoover. He is not alone. It is the beginning of his journey back to sanity.

He accepts the dangers that will face him now, for there are people he can turn to; his dependence on them is established immediately. His relief is given added impact by the senator’s revelation of the identities of his two closest associates: the former cabinet officer and the newspaperwoman. They, too, want to meet with Meredith.

There is a plan. Alex does not know what it is, but the fact that one exists is enough. He is committed without fully understanding his own commitment.



The hours passed; the words were compulsively there. He had reached the point where the senator explains the conversion of Hoover’s messenger. Chancellor read the words, which he’d use virtually intact in the actual chapter, with satisfaction.


“For reasons of survival Alan Long has seen the error of his ways. His past is no more immune to scrutiny than anyone else’s. An isolated fact can be twisted here, taken out of context there. It’s only the source that matters, the damning imprimatur—like the letters F-B-I. Long is about to retire from the bureau because of a terminal illness. A report has been sent to the director to that effect. In truth, however, Long is going to work for us. Although one could not exactly say he’s been washed in the blood of the lamb, he is less inclined toward the archangel of darkness. He’s afraid. And fear is a weapon he knows well.”



It was not a bad day’s work, thought Peter, looking at his watch. It was nearly four thirty. The late afternoon sun created blocks of shadows on the buildings outside the hotel window. The December wind was harsh; every now and then a leaf spiraled up beyond the glass.

Alison would be back soon. He would take her to a small restaurant he knew in Georgetown, where they would have a quiet dinner and look at each other and touch each other. There would be the laughter in her eyes, and in her voice, and he would be grateful for her nearness. And they would come back to the hotel and make love. So wondrously. With meaning. There had been no meaning in his bed for so long.

Peter got up from the couch and stretched, revolving his neck. It was habit; when the pain came to his temples, it helped to move his head in circles. Yet there was no pain now. In spite of the stress of the past forty-eight hours, there had been only a few brief moments when he’d felt the alarms. Alteon MacAndrew had come into his life. It was really as simple as that.

The telephone rang. He smiled, reacting like an adolescent. It had to be Alison; no one else knew he was there. He picked up the phone, expecting her to tell him with her own particular brand of laughter that all the cabs in Washington were avoiding her; she was marooned in a concrete zoo and the animals were snarling.

It was a woman’s voice, but it was not Alison’s. Only the hard, strained tones of a frightened human being.

“What in God’s name have you done? How could you put me in your book? Who gave you the right?”

It was Phyllis Maxwell.

It was the beginning of the madness.

He left a note for Alison, a second message at the desk in case she overlooked the note. He had no time to explain; there was an emergency, and he had to leave for an hour or so. He’d call her at the first opportunity. And he loved her.

Phyllis Maxwell. It was insane! What she had said was crazy. And Peter had to give a lot of rapid explanations. Yes. There was a character in his book that some might—only might—think was possibly—only possibly—reminiscent of her! But it could just as easily be reminiscent of half a dozen others!

No! He hadn’t set out to destroy her. Or anyone or anything! Except the reputation of J. Edgar Hoover, and for that there would be no apologies! For Christ’s sake, no! He worked alone! Whatever research he did, whatever sources he used, none of it had anything to do with her!

Or … Paula Mingus … whoever the hell she was.

There was no reasoning with the voice on the other end of the line—one moment faint and inaudible, the next shrill and hysterical. Phyllis Maxwell was losing her mind. And somehow he was responsible.

He tried speaking rationally; it was useless. He tried shouting at her; it was chaos. Finally, he extracted her promise to meet him.

She would not come to the Hay-Adams. She had been with him at the Hay-Adams. Didn’t he remember that? Was it so repulsive?

Jesus Christ! Stop it!

She would not meet him anywhere of his choosing. She did not trust him; for God’s sake, how could she? And she would not meet any place where they might be seen together. There was a house on Thirty-fifth Street Northwest, near the corner of Wisconsin, behind Dumbarton Oaks. It belonged to friends who were out of the country; she had a key. She was not sure of the number; it didn’t matter, there was a white porch with a stained-glass window over the door. She’d be there in a half hour.

She hung up with the words: “You were working with them all along, weren’t you? You must be very proud of yourself.”

A taxi swerved up to the curb. Chancellor jumped in, gave the address to the driver, and tried to collect his thoughts.

Someone had read his manuscript; that much was clear. But who? How? It was the how that frightened him because it meant that whoever it was had gone to extraordinary lengths to get it. He knew the precautions the typing service took; they were a part of the service, one of its strongest recommendations. The typing service had to be ruled out.

Morgan! Neither by design nor permission, but by accident! Tony had the aristocrat’s carelessness. His peripatetic mind crashed about, overseeing dozens of projects simultaneously. It was entirely possible that Morgan had absently left the manuscript on someone’s desk. Or, God forbid, the men’s room.

The taxi reached the intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue and Twentieth Street. There was an empty telephone booth on the corner. Peter looked at his watch; it was ten minutes to five. Tony would still be in the office.

“Pull up to that telephone, will you please?” he said. “I have to make a call. I won’t be long.”

“Take your time, mister. The meter’s running.”

Peter closed the door of the glass booth and dialed Morgan’s private number.

“It’s Peter, Tony. I’ve got to ask you a question.”

“Where the hell are you? I spoke to Mrs. Alcott this morning, and she said you were in town. I called the apartment, but all I got was the machine.”

“I’m in Washington. I haven’t time to explain. Listen to me. Someone’s read the Hoover manuscript. Whoever it was has done a terrible thing, made an awful mistake—?”

“Hey, wait a minute,” broke in Morgan. “That’s impossible. First things first. What terrible thing? What mistake?”

“Told someone she—he—was in the book.”

“He or she?”

“What difference does it make? The point is someone read it and is using the information to scare the hell out of somebody else!”

“Was it a mistake? Is there such a character?”

“Not really. It could be half a dozen different people, but that doesn’t matter.” There was no time for Morgan’s questions.

“I only meant that several of your characters are loosely based on people down there. That general, for one.”

“Oh, God …” In the convoluted process of inventing a character he had taken one aspect of Phyllis Maxwell’s life—her career as a newspaperwoman—and built another person. Another person, not her! Not Phyllis. The person he created was the victim of extortion; that wasn’t Phyllis! It was fiction! But the voice on the Hay-Adams telephone was not a product of fiction. “Have you let anyone else read the manuscript?”

“Of course not. Do you think I want people to know how unpublishable you are before my editorial hand goes to work?”

It was the usual joke between them, but Chancellor did not laugh. “Then, where’s your copy?”

“Where? As a matter of fact it’s in the drawer of my bedside table, and we haven’t been robbed in over six months. I think it’s a record.”

“When did you last look?”

Morgan paused, suddenly serious, obviously recognizing the depth of Peter’s concern. “The other night. And the drawer’s locked.”

“Did you make a Xerox for Joshua?”

“No, he’ll get one when the editing’s finished. Could anyone have read your copy?”

“No. It’s in my suitcase.” Chancellor stopped. The suitcase. His briefcase was in the car with the suitcases! The night in Rockville! The early morning, the racing footsteps; the horrible, severed legs of an animal; the bloodstained suitcase. It could have happened then. “Never mind, Tony. I’ll call you in a day or so.”

“What are you doing in Washington?”

“I’m not sure. I came down to learn something. Now I don’t know.…” He hung up before Morgan could speak.

* * *

He saw the white porch and the dim light shining through the stained-glass window above the front door. The block was lined with old homes, once stately, now beyond their time.

“That’s the house,” he said to the driver. “Thanks a lot, and keep the change.”

The driver hesitated. “Hey, mister,” he said. “I could be wrong, and it’s none of my business. Maybe you expected it, maybe it’s why you telephoned. But I think you were followed out here.”

“What? Where’s the car?” Peter spun around and looked out the rear window of the taxi.

“Don’t bother looking. He waited until we slowed down; then he made a left turn at the corner back there. He slowed down pretty good himself. To see where you stopped, maybe.”

“Are you sure?”

“Like I said, I could be wrong. Headlights at night, they’re all just a little bit different. You play games.”

“I know what you mean.” Peter thought for a moment. “Do you want to wait here for me? I’ll pay.”

“Hey, no thanks. This trip took me way the hell out. My old lady’s gonna’ be groaning as it is. Wisconsin’s just down the way. Plenty of cabs heading back into town.”

Chancellor got out and closed the door. The cab sped off down the street; Peter turned toward the house. Except for the dim light in the hall there were no other lamps turned on. Yet it was almost an hour since he’d talked to Phyllis Maxwell. She should be here by now. He wondered if she was in a sane enough frame of mind to follow her own instructions. He started up the path to the porch.

He reached the top step and heard the metallic click of a lock. In front of him the door opened, but no one came into view.

“Phyllis?”

“Come in quickly,” was the whispered reply.

She was standing against the wall to the left of the door, her back pressed against the faded wallpaper. In the dim light she looked much older than she had over the candles in the Hay-Adams dining room. Her face was pale with fear. Lines of strain were pronounced at the edges of her mouth. Her eyes were penetrating but devoid of the flair he remembered; there was no curiosity in them now, only dread. He closed the door.

“You don’t have to be afraid of me. You never did. I mean that, Phyllis.”

“Oh, young man, you’re the worst kind,” she said, her whisper filled with sadness and contempt. “You kill sweetly.”

“That’s utter nonsense. I want to talk to you. And not standing where I can’t see you.”

“There’ll be no lights turned on!”

“At least now I can hear you.” Suddenly, Peter’s thoughts were on the cab driver’s alarming information. There was a car outside on the streets. Watching, waiting. “All right, no lights. May we sit down?”

Her answer was a glare followed by a sudden movement away from the wall. He walked behind her through an archway into a dark living room. In the wash of hall light he could see overstuffed chairs and a large sofa. She went directly to the chair opposite the sofa, the rustle of her skirt the only sound. He took off his topcoat, throwing it on the arm of the couch, and sat down across from her. Her face caught the light from the hallway better than if she’d been sitting next to him.

“I’m going to tell you something,” he began. “If I tell it awkwardly, it’s because I’ve never had to explain anything like this before; maybe I’ve never analyzed what is dubiously called the creative process.” He shrugged, denigrating the term. “I was awfully impressed with you,” he said.

“You’re too kind.”

“Please. You know what I mean. My father’s been a newspaperman all his life. When we met, I’m sure I was more impressed than you were. The fact that you wanted to interview me struck me as kind of foolish. You gave me a lift when it didn’t hurt, and it had nothing to do with my books. You’re part of something very important, with a significance I don’t have. I was damned impressed, and it was a terrific evening. I drank too much and so did you, but what of it?”

“Kill sweetly, young man,” she whispered.

Peter held his breath, controlling himself. “I went to bed with a great lady. If that’s my crime, I’m guilty.”

“Go on.” Phyllis closed her eyes.

“I asked you a lot of questions about Hoover that night. You gave me answers, told me things I didn’t know. Your vehemence was electric. Your morality had been deeply offended, and you showed me an anger in person that I’d never read in anything you’d written.”

“What are you driving at?”

“It’s part of my awkward explanation. I was in Washington getting background; a few days later I started work. Your anger was very much on my mind. Beyond that, it was a woman’s anger. An articulate, successful woman. So it was a logical step to invent a variation of that woman, someone possessing the same characteristics. That’s what I did. That’s my explanation. You gave me the idea for the character, but you’re not her. She’s only an invention.”

“Did you also invent a general who was buried yesterday at Arlington?”

Chancellor sat motionless, stunned. Her dead eyes stared at him through the dim spill of light. “No, I didn’t invent him,” he answered quietly. “Who told you about him?”

“Surely you know. A horrible, flat, high-pitched whisper over the telephone. It’s frighteningly effective for something so basic. Surely you know.” Phyllis spaced her words out, as if afraid to hear herself say them.

“I don’t know,” replied Peter, indeed not knowing but beginning to perceive the spreading of a terrible pattern. He struggled to remain calm, to sound reasonable, but he knew his anger showed. “I think this has all gone far enough. Whispers over a telephone. Words painted on walls! Houses broken into. Animals cut up! Enough!” He got up and turned around. “It’s going to stop.” He saw what he was looking for: a large lamp on a table. Deliberately he went to it, put his hand beneath the shade, and pulled the chain. The light went on. “There’s not going to be any more hiding, no more dark rooms. Someone’s trying to drive you crazy, drive Alison crazy, drive me out of my goddamned mind! I’ve had it. I’m not going to let—?”

It was as far as he got. A pane in one of the front windows exploded. Simultaneously there was a harsh splitting of wood; a bullet imbedded itself somewhere in a molding. Then another pane shattered; glass fragments shot through the air, cracks of plaster sliced the wall like the jagged edges of black lightning.

Instinctively, Peter lashed out his hand, sending the lamp spiraling off the table onto the floor. It landed on the side of its shade, the bulb still lit, eerily projecting light across the room on the floor.

“Get down!” screamed Phyllis.

Chancellor realized as he dove to the floor that there were bullets, but there were no gunshots! And terrifying images came back to him.

Dawn at the Cloisters! A man killed in front of his eyes; a circle of blood abruptly, without warning, formed on a white forehead. A body in spastic contortion before it fell. There had been no gunshots then! Only sickening spits that had disturbed the stillness and filled it with death.

Move! For Christ’s sake, move! In his panic he had lunged toward Phyllis, pulling her to the floor with him.

Another pane of glass exploded, another bullet cracked the plaster. Then another, this one ricocheting off stone somewhere, smashing the glass of a photograph on the wall.

Move! There is death!

He had to get the tight. They were targets with it on. He pushed Phyllis away, holding her down, hearing her moans of fear. He darted his eyes to his right, then his left. Stone! There had to be a fireplace! It was directly behind him and he saw what he wanted. A poker leaning against the brick. He lurched for it.

Glass erupted; twin cracks appeared on the walls, partly obscured by shadows. Phyllis screamed, and for an instant Peter thought she might be heard, but then he remembered the house was on the corner, the nearest house at least a hundred feet away. The night was cold; windows and doors were shut. Her screams would bring no help.

He crawled toward the lamp, raised the poker, and smashed it down on the shade as if killing a deadly animal.

There was still the light in the hallway! It took on the intensity of a searchlight, the spill probing corners, washing the room with a brightness he would never have thought possible. He lunged up, racing to the archway, and heaved the poker toward the fixture in the ceiling. It spun through the air like a whirling crossbar and crashed into the teardrops of glass. All went dark.

He dove back onto the floor and crawled toward Phyllis. “Where’s the phone?” he whispered.

He could feel her trembling; she could not answer.

“The phone? Where is it?”

She understood him. In the dark shadows produced by faraway street lamps he could see her eyes grasping what he said. She was barely audible between her sobs. “Not here. A jack in here, no phone.”

“What?” What was she trying to tell him? A jack? No telephone?

One more explosion of glass filled the room, the bullet cracking inches over their heads, snapping into the wall above them. Suddenly from outside there was a loud gunshot in counterpoint to the muted firing, and a guttural shout, muffled quickly. It was followed by the sounds of screeching tires and metal against metal. Another roar of a furious voice. A car door opened and closed.

“Kitchen,” whispered Phyllis, pointing in the darkness to her right.

“The telephone’s in the kitchen? Where?”

“Through there.”

“Stay down!” Peter crawled like a panicked insect over the floor, through an archway to a doorway. He felt kitchen tiles beneath him. The phone! Where was it? He tried to adjust his eyes to the new darkness.

He scraped his hands along the walls in panic. Kitchen telephones were usually on the wall, cords spiraling below.… He found it! His hand shot up; he tore the instrument from its cradle and brought it to his ear, his free hand reaching up for the dial. The last circle. 0.

The phone was dead.

There was a deafening crash. Glass shattered on the opposite side of the pitch black kitchen. The top of the outside door had been smashed; a brick bounced off the wall. A brick had been thrown through the glass.

A brick! The fireplace! He’d seen it at the corner of the slate, to the right of the grate. He was sure of it. It was the answer! The only one left.

He propelled himself on all fours—half crawling, half lunging—back into the darkness of the living room. Phyllis was crouched next to the sofa, frozen in shock.

There it was! Now, if only the owners of the house had meant it when they’d put it there.

Some people called it a New England fire lighter; in the Midwest it was known as a Lake Erie starter. A round porous stone at the end of a brass rod soaking in a pot of kerosene. Held under logs, it acted as kindling.

He reached for the pot and took off the metal lid. There was liquid inside. Kerosene!

A fusillade of gun spits erupted. Bullets cracked the air, some breaking new glass, others having a clear path through previously shattered windowpanes. The walls and ceiling absorbed them; he could hear the pings as the deadly missiles ricocheted off metallic objects, deflected in their flights.

Perspiration rolled down Peter’s face. He was sure he had his answer, but he did not know how to construct it. And then the words came back to him, rooted in his own fiction. He had invented the answer before.


Dobric tore off his shirt and plunged it into the vat of gasoline. The harvest was finished; there were stacks of hay in the field. The nearest would go up in flames, and the wind would carry the fire. Soon the grasslands would be ablaze, and platoons of soldiers would be diverted from their search.…



Sarajevo! An incident like that had happened after the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand.

Peter tore off his jacket and shirt. He lurched over the floor to the table where the lamp had been. He yanked the tablecloth off and returned to the fireplace. He spread his shirt on the floor, placed the tablecloth over it, and poured the kerosene over both, saving only a little. He sprang toward the couch and pulled off a sectional cushion; he poured the remaining kerosene on it.

There were more sickening spits from outside, more shattering of glass; Chancellor thought he would vomit in fear. The pain in his temples had returned with such force he could barely focus his eyes. He closed them for an instant, wanting to scream but knowing he could not.

He placed the empty iron pot in the center of the tablecloth and proceeded to wrap the tablecloth and the shirt around it. He tied the sleeves together until the pot was securely bedded inside, one sleeve extended. He reached into his trouser pocket and took out a book of matches.

He was ready. He crawled toward the windows on the left, to the wall, pulling the pot behind him, pushing the cushion in front. Slowly he rose to his feet, out of sight, one hand clutching the extended sleeve, the soaked cushion on the floor. He manipulated the book of matches awkwardly between both hands, tore off a match, and struck it. He dropped the flame on the saturated fabric; it exploded in a burst of fire.

In two motions he swung the sleeve behind him, then brought it forward with all his strength, letting go at the last instant. The flaming pot crashed through the remaining glass, whirling out over the lawn like the fireball it was. The outside rush of air intensified the flames; dripping liquid caught fire, leaving a wake of jagged, leaping yellow.

Peter heard footsteps, then incomprehensible shouts. And more footsteps, these coming from the side of the house. Men were trying to put out the fireball. It was the moment for his second weapon. He struck another match, holding the flame in his left hand. With his right he picked up the cushion and brought the lighted match to it.

Again a burst of fire, singeing the hairs on his arm. He raced to the far right window and propelled the flaming cushion through the glass. It landed where he hoped it would: At the base of the white porch.

The old wood and the windy kerosene fire were compatible. The porch began to burn.

Again there were shouts, words screamed in some unknown tongue. What was it? What language? He’d never heard it before.

A last barrage of muted gunshots was leveled at the windows, fired aimlessly into the house. He heard the racing of a powerful engine. Car doors were opened and closed, tires screeched, spinning on the street. The car sped away.

Peter ran back to Phyllis. He pulled her to her feet, holding her close, feeling the trembling body in his arms.

“It’s over. It’s all over. It’s all right. We have to get outside. Through the back door. This place is going to go up like—like a haystack.”

“Oh, God! Oh, my God …” She buried her face in his naked chest; her tears would not stop.

“Come on, let’s go! We’ll wait outside for the police. Someone’ll see the fire and call them. Come on!”

Slowly Phyllis looked up at him, a strange, pathetic panic in her eyes, seen clearly in the reflection of the spreading flames outside the windows. “No,” she said in the harsh whisper she had used before. “No. Not the police!”

“For Christ’s sake! People tried to kill us! You’d better goddamned well believe we’re going to see the police!”

She pushed him away. An odd passivity seemed to grip her; she was trying, he thought, to find a moment of sanity. “You have no shirt—”

“I’ve got a jacket. And a coat. Come on.”

“Yes, I see.… My purse. Can you get my purse? It’s in the hall.”

Chancellor looked over at the hallway. Smoke was streaming in through the cracks in the front door; the porch was blazing, but no fire had yet penetrated the house.

“Sure.” He released her and reached down for his jacket by the fireplace.

“It’s on the staircase, I think. Or perhaps I left it in the closet. I’m not sure.”

“It’s okay. I’ll get it. You go on outside. Through the kitchen.”

Phyllis turned and started out. Peter put on his jacket and went quickly toward the hall, picking his topcoat off the couch on his way.

It was over. There would be conversations with the police, with the authorities, with anyone who wanted to listen. But tonight was the end of it There would be no book at this cost.

The purse was not on the stairs. He walked halfway up to the landing; it was nowhere in sight. The smoke was thicker now. He had to hurry; the front door had caught fire. He ran down the steps and turned left at the bottom of the staircase, looking for the closet. It was in the far right corner of the hall. He walked over quickly and opened the door. There were coats, two fedoras, and various scarves on the hooks and hangers, but no purse.

He had to get out. The smoke was becoming impenetrable. He began to cough, and his eyes were tearing. He raced back through the living room, through the arch to the dining room, into the kitchen, and out the open door.

In the distance he could hear the wail of sirens.

“Phyllis?”

He ran along the side of the house to the front. She was not there. He continued around to the other side, down the driveway to the backyard again.

“Phyllis! Phyllis!”

She was nowhere. And then he knew. There was no purse on the staircase or in the closet. She had fled.

The sirens were louder, no more than a few blocks away. The old house was going quickly. The whole front section was on fire, the flames spreading rapidly inside.

Peter was not sure why, but he knew he could not talk to the police alone. Not now, not yet.

He raced away into the night.
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The pain in his temples made him want to drop to the ground and smash his head on the cement curb, but he knew it would not help.

Instead, he kept walking, his eyes on the traffic heading into downtown Washington. He was looking for a taxi.

He should have remained at the burning house on Thirty-fifth Street and told the incredible story to the police. And yet a part of him told him that to do so without Phyllis would raise questions to which he was not sure there were answers. Answers that excluded the destruction of Phyllis Maxwell. The shadows of responsibility fell across his thoughts; there were things he did not know, and had to know. He owed her that much. Perhaps no more, but at least that.

At last there was a cab; the lighted yellow rooftop sign was like a beacon. He stepped off the curb and waived his arms. The taxi slowed down; the driver peered cautiously out the window before he stopped.

“The Hay-Adams Hotel, please,” said Chancellor.

“Good lord! What happened?” asked Alison, stunned as she opened the door.

“There’s a bottle of pills in my suitcase. In the back flap. Get them quickly, please.”

“Peter, my darling! What is it?” Alison held him as he leaned against the door. “I’ll call a doctor.”

“No! Do as I say. I know exactly what it is. Just the pills. Quickly.” He could feel himself falling. He grabbed her arms, and with her help he stumbled into the bedroom. He lay back and gestured toward the suitcase, still on the luggage rack in the corner. She raced to it.

He did what he rarely did: He took two tablets.

She ran into the bathroom, emerging seconds later with a glass of water. She sat next to him, holding his head as he drank.

“Please, Peter. A doctor!”

He shook his head. “No,” he replied weakly, trying to smile a semblance of reassurance. “He couldn’t do anything. It’ll pass in a few minutes.” The darkness was closing in, his eyelids terribly heavy. He could not allow the dark to fall until he had calmed her. And prepared her for what might happen when the darkness was complete. “I may sleep for a while. Not long, it’s never long. I may talk, even yell a little. Don’t worry. It doesn’t mean anything. Just rambling, just nonsense.”

The dark filled his mind; his personal night had fallen. There was nothingness, and he floated, suspended in calm, gentle breezes.

He opened his eyes, not knowing how long he had been in bed. Looking down at him was Alison’s lovely face, her eyes made more beautiful by the tears that filled them.

“Hey,” he said, reaching up to touch her moist cheek. “It’s all right.”

She took his hand, holding it against her lips. “Her name was Cathy, wasn’t it?”

He had done what he’d hoped he would not do, said what he had not wanted to say. There was nothing for it. He nodded. “Yes.”

“She died, didn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“Oh darling. So much hurt, so much love—”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“It can’t be very nice for you.”

She reached down and touched his eyes, and then his cheek and lips. “It was a gift,” she said. “A beautiful gift.”

“I don’t understand.”

“After you spoke her name, you called for me.”

He told Alison what had happened at the house on Thirty-fifth Street. He minimized the physical danger, calling the erratic gunfire a strategy of fear, designed to terrify, not to injure or to kill.

It was clear she did not believe him, but she was a soldier’s daughter. In one form or another she had heard such false reassurances before. She accepted the watered-down explanation without comment, letting her eyes convey her disbelief.

When he finished, he stood by the window looking down at the Christmas decorations on Sixteenth Street; across the street muted church bells played in an agonizing cadence. Christmas was only days away; he had not thought about it. He wasn’t really thinking about it now. His only thoughts were on what he had to do: Go to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, to the source of the madness, and let it put the madness to a stop. But private property had been destroyed, lethal weapons fired. Phyllis Maxwell had to go with him.

“I’ve got to reach her,” he said softly. “I’ve got to make her understand she has to come with me.”

“I’ll get the number for you.” Alison took the phone book from the bedside table. Peter continued to stare out the window. “It’s not here. She’s not listed.”

Chancellor remembered. Alison’s father had not been listed, either. He wondered if he could unearth the number as easily as he had MacAndrew’s. It would be a variation of the same ploy, a newsman’s ruse. An old reporter friend, in town for the night, anxious to make contact.

But the ploy did not work; the man at the city desk had probably used it too often himself. The paper would not give out Maxwell’s number.

“Let me try,” said Alison. “There’s a press officer on duty at all times in the Pentagon. Bad news and casualties don’t have business hours. Filtered-down rank still has its privileges. I’ll know somebody, or someone’ll know me.”

The Pentagon had two numbers for Phyllis Maxwell. One was her private phone, the other the switchboard of the apartment house in which she lived.

There was no answer on her private line. The apartment switchboard gave out no information on its tenants; it would only take messages. But because the caller was not absolutely sure of the correct address, the operator gave it.

“I want to go with you,” Alison said.

“I don’t think you should,” Peter replied. “She mentioned your father, not by name, but she spoke of a burial yesterday at Arlington. She’s frightened out of her mind. All I want to do is convince her to come with me. If she saw you, it might stop her.”

“All right.” Alison nodded. The soldier’s daughter understood. “But I worry about you. Suppose you have another attack?”

“I won’t.” He paused for a moment and then reached out, pulling her to him. “There’s something else,” he said, looking down into her eyes. “I don’t want to involve you. It’s over, finished. You said it yourself, remember? I didn’t agree with you then. I do now.”

“Thank you for that. I guess what I’m saying is that whatever he did, it’s done and can’t be changed. He stood for something. I don’t want that damaged.”

“I have something important in mind too, and that won’t be changed, either. Or damaged. Us.” He kissed her lightly. “When tonight’s over, we can start living our own lives. I find that prospect very exciting.”

She smiled and returned his kiss. “I was shameless. I caught you at a weak moment and seduced you. I should be branded.” And then her smile waned; she held his eyes, the vulnerability in her own. “Everything’s happened so fast. I don’t require commitments, Peter.”

“I do,” he answered.

“If you’ll take a seat inside the lobby, sir, I’ll be with you shortly,” said the doorman at Phyllis Maxwell’s apartment house. The man did not hesitate for an instant; it was almost as though he expected him.

Peter sat down in a green plastic chair and waited. The doorman simply stood outside, rocking back and forth on his heels, his gloved hands clasped behind his uniformed overcoat.

It was very odd.

Five minutes went by. The doorman made no move to come inside the lobby. Was it possible he’d forgotten? Chancellor got out of the chair and looked around. He had spoken to an operator; where was the apartment switchboard?

There was a small glass panel at the rear of the lobby, sandwiched between rows of mailboxes and a bank of elevators. He walked over to it and peered inside. The operator was talking into a mouthpiece attached to her single-eared headset. She spoke rapidly, with emphasis; the conversation was between friends, not switchboard and inquirer. Peter tapped on the glass; the operator suspended her conversation and slid the panel open.

“Yes, sir?”

“I’m trying to reach Phyllis Maxwell. Will you ring her apartment and let me speak with her, please? It’s urgent.”

The operator’s reaction was as odd as the doorman’s. Different, but nevertheless strange. She hesitated, embarrassed.

“I don’t believe Miss Maxwell is in,” she said.

“You won’t know until you ring her, will you?”

“Have you checked with the doorman?”

“What the hell is this?” Peter understood. These people were following instructions. “Ring her apartment!”

As he could have predicted, there was no answer on the switchboard telephone and no point in wasting any more time. He walked rapidly back outside and confronted the doorman.

“Let’s cut the crap, shall we? You’ve got something to tell me. What is it?”

“It’s touchy.”

“What is?”

“She described you, said your name was Chancellor. If you’d arrived, say, an hour ago, I was to tell you to come back at eleven o’clock. That Miss Maxwell had called in saying she’d be back then.”

Peter looked at his watch. “All right. It’s almost eleven. What happens then?”

“Just a little while longer, okay?”

“Not okay. Now. Or you can say whatever it is to me and the police.”

“Okay, okay. What the hell, it’s only a few minutes.” The doorman reached into his inside overcoat pocket and took out an envelope. He gave it to Chancellor.

Peter looked at the man, then the envelope. His name was written on it. Moving back inside to the light, he ripped open the envelope and took out the letter.


My dear Peter:

I’m sorry I ran, but I knew you would follow me. You saved my life—and to some degree my sanity—and you deserve an explanation. I’m afraid it will be limited.

By the time you read this, I’ll be on a plane. Don’t try to trace me. It would be impossible. For several years I’ve had a false passport, knowing that someday I might have to use it. Apparently the time is now.

This afternoon, after that horrible call telling me I was a character in your novel, I informed my paper that I might be taking an extended leave for reasons of health. In truth, my editor did not argue very much. My work hasn’t been particularly outstanding in recent months.

The decision to leave is not sudden. I’ve considered it for quite a while. Tonight simply made it irreversible. Whatever my transgressions, they do not warrant the loss of my life. Mine, yours, or anyone’s. Nor should they compromise the responsibilities I have professionally.

This last has been accomplished. My work is compromised. Truths are suppressed when they should be told. The loss of life was avoided—for how long, who knows?—because of you. I cannot continue any longer.

Thank you for my life. And my deepest apologies for my thinking you were part of something you were not.

A part of me says, for God’s sake, give up your book! It is balanced by another voice that says you can’t!

You will not hear from me again, my dear young, young man. But you will always have a part of my love. And my gratitude.

Phyllis



Peter reread the letter, trying to grasp the meaning behind the words. Phyllis had chosen her phrases with a deliberateness born of extraordinary fear. But of what? What were her “transgressions”? What could she have done—or not done—that would cause her to throw away a lifetime of accomplishment? It was insane!

It was all insane. Everything! And the insanity was going to stop! He started for the door. From somewhere he heard a prolonged buzzing. It stopped as he had his hand on the glass bar of the door. And then he heard the words, accompanied by the sliding of a glass panel.

“Mr. Chancellor?” The operator was calling him, her head halfway through the switchboard opening. “There’s a call for you.”

Phyllis? Perhaps she’d changed her mind! He ran across the lobby and took the phone.

It was not Phyllis Maxwell. It was Alison.

“Something dreadful’s happened. You had a telephone call from a man in Indianapolis. He was out of his mind. He was at the airport, catching a plane for Washington—”

“Who was it?”

“A man named Bromley. He said he was going to kill you.”

Carroll Quinlan O’Brien took the security logs from the guard and thanked him. The Pennsylvania Avenue doors were closed; the list of names of those who had entered and exited would be processed and sent down to the main desk. At all times every person in the FBI complex was accounted for; at no time was anyone permitted to leave without surrendering his pass.

It was a security-logs entry that had started it all four months before, O’Brien thought. Started his rapid decline in the eyes of the bureau. Four months ago he had found three names on the May 1 P.M. logs: Salter, Krepps, and Longworth. Two names were unassigned field covers, the third belonged to a retired agent living on the island of Maui in the Pacific. These three unknown men had gained entrance that night. The next morning Hoover was dead, and all traces of the director’s files had vanished. The dossiers themselves had become a quickly forgotten legacy from hell that no one cared to exhume or examine.

So Quinn O’Brien had asked questions, keeping his voice down, seeking counsel from those he knew would listen because they cared. Men like him within the bureau whose sensibilities had been offended during the past years—theirs more than his, mostly. At least over a longer time. He had arrived only four and a half years before, the war hero from Sacramento, the cosmetic from Army G2, the forty-year-old lawyer who had escaped from a Viet Cong prison camp and had later been given parades in California. Washington had summoned him, the President had decorated him, Hoover had employed him. It was good public relations. He lent a much-needed air of dignity to the bureau. It was supposed to be good for Quinn, too. He could have had a future at the Justice Department.

Could have had. No longer. Because he had asked questions. A whisper over a telephone had ordered him to stop. A flat, terrible, high-pitched whisper that told him they knew. They had a deposition written by a captured lieutenant colonel who faced execution with seven other men because of the actions of one Major Carroll Quinlan O’Brien. The major had disobeyed a direct order. Eight American soldiers had been executed as a result.

Of course, it was only one half of the story. There was another half. It told of this same major looking after the sick and the wounded of the compound with far greater concern than the executed lieutenant colonel. It told how this major had taken others’ work details, how he had stolen food and medicine from the guards to help sustain the men, how in the last analysis he had made his escape as much for the other prisoners as for himself.

He was a lawyer, not a soldier. It was the lawyer’s logic that had guided him, not a soldier’s strategy. Nor a soldier’s willingness to accept the unbearable cruelties of war—and therein, he realized, was the weakness of his argument. Did he do what he did for the combined concerns of all? Or did he do what he did for himself alone?

O’Brien was not sure there was a clear-cut answer. It was the question itself that could destroy him. An exposed “war hero” was the most despicable of citizens. People had been fooled; they were embarrassed—that was the part that made them furious.

These were the things the terrible whisper had made clear. And all because he had asked questions. Three unknown men without accountability had gained entrance the night before Hoover’s death. And the next morning Hoover’s files had disappeared.

If O’Brien needed proof of his continuing decline within the bureau, he had only to look at his own assignment sheet. He had been removed from several committees; he no longer received classified reports dealing with the newly reestablished liaisons with NSA and CIA. And he was suddenly drawing continuous night-duty assignments. Night duty! It was the Washington equivalent of the Omaha field office. It forced an agent to reevaluate a lot of things, primarily his own future.

It also forced O’Brien to wonder who within the bureau was after him. Whoever it was knew something about three unidentified men using improper covers to infiltrate the building the night before Hoover died. And whoever it was perhaps knew a great deal more about hundreds and hundreds of dossiers that had been Hoover’s private files.

One other consideration was forced on Quinn O’Brien. It was not one he relished thinking about. Since that whispered voice on the telephone four months ago the will to resist, to fight, had gone out of him. It was entirely possible that his decline at the bureau was due to himself. To his own performance.

The ring of the telephone interrupted his thoughts, bringing him back to the minor realities of night duty. He looked at the lighted button; it was an inside call from one of the two entrance desks.

“This is the Tenth Street desk. We’ve got a problem. There’s a man down here who insists on seeing someone in authority, whoever’s in charge. We told him to come back in the morning, but he refuses.”

“Is he drunk? Or a nut?”

“Can’t say that he’s either. As a matter of fact, I know who he is. I read a book he wrote. A thing called Counterstrike! His name’s Chancellor. Peter Chancellor.”

“I’ve heard of him. What’s he want?”

“He won’t say. Only that it’s an emergency.”

“What do you think?”

“I think he’ll stay here all night until somebody sees him. I figure that’s you, Quinn.”

“All right. Check him for weapons, assign an escort, and send him up.”
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Peter walked into the office, nodding his thanks to the uniformed guard, who closed the door and left. Behind the desk in front of the window a stocky man with reddish brown hair got to his feet and extended his hand. Chancellor approached and took it; the grip was strange. It was cold, physically cold, and abrupt.

“I’m Senior Agent O’Brien, Mr. Chancellor. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that your coming here at this hour is highly irregular.”

“The circumstances are irregular.”

“You sure you don’t want the police? Our jurisdiction is limited.”

“I want you.”

“Whatever it is can’t wait until morning?” asked O’Brien, still standing.

“No.”

“I see. Sit down, please.” The agent gestured to one of the two chairs in front of the desk.

Peter hesitated. “I’d prefer to stand, at least for now. To tell you the truth, I’m very nervous.”

“Suit yourself.” OBrien returned to his chair. “At least take your overcoat off. That is, if you intend to be here long.”

“I may be here for the rest of the night,” said Chancellor, removing his coat and draping it over a chair.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” said O’Brien, watching him.

“I’ll let you decide. Is that fair?”

“I’m an attorney, Mr. Chancellor. Elliptical responses, especially when phrased as questions, are pointless and irritating. They also bore me.”

Peter stopped and looked at the man. “An attorney? I thought you said you were an agent. A senior agent”

“I did. Most of us are lawyers. Or accountants.”

“I forgot.”

“Now I’ve reminded you. But I can’t imagine it’s pertinent.”

“No, it isn’t,” replied Chancellor, forcing his concentration back to the issue. “I’ve got a story to tell you, Mr. O’Brien. When I’m finished, IH go with you to whoever you think should hear it, and repeat it. But I have to start at the beginning; it won’t make sense otherwise. Before I do, I’d like to ask you to make a telephone call.”

“Wait a minute,” interrupted the agent. “You came here voluntarily and refused our suggestion that you return in the morning for a formal appointment. I won’t accept any preconditions, and I won’t make any phone calls.”

“I’ve a good reason for asking you to.”

“If it’s a precondition, I’m not interested. Come back in the morning.”

“I can’t. Among other reasons, there’s a man flying in from Indianapolis who says he’s going to kill me.”

“Go to the police.”

“Is that all you can say? That, and ‘Come back in the morning’?”

The agent leaned back in his chair; his eyes conveyed his growing suspicion. “You wrote a book called Counterstrike!, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but that’s not—”

“I remember now,” interrupted O’Brien. “It came out last year. A lot of people thought it was true; a lot of other people were upset. You said the CIA was operating domestically.”

“I happen to think it’s true.”

“I see,” continued the agent warily. “Last year it was the agency. Is it the FBI this year? You come off the street in the middle of the night trying to provoke us into doing something you can write about?”

Peter gripped the back of the chair. “I won’t deny it started with a book. With the idea of a book. But it’s gone way beyond that. People have been killed. Tonight I was nearly killed; so was the person with me. It’s all connected.”

“I repeat emphatically. Go to the police.”

“I want you to call the police.”

“Why?”

“So you’ll believe me. Because it concerns people here at the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I think you’re the only ones who can stop it.”

O’Brien leaned forward, still wary, but aroused. “Stop what?”

Chancellor hesitated. He had to appear rational to this suspicious man. If the agent thought he was a lunatic—even half a lunatic—he’d throw him to the police. Peter did not reject the police; they were protection and he welcomed them. But the solution did not lie with the police. It lay within the bureau. He spoke as calmly as he could.

“Stop the killing, that’s first, of course. Then stop the terror tactics, the extortion, the blackmail. People are being destroyed.”

“By whom?”

“By others who think they have information that could irreparably damage the FBI.”

O’Brien remained motionless. “What’s the nature of this ‘irreparable damage’?”

“It’s found in the theory that Hoover was assassinated.”

O’Brien stiffened. “I see. And this phone call to the police. What’s that about?”

“An old house on Thirty-fifth Street Northwest, near Wisconsin, behind Dumbarton Oaks. It was burning when I left several hours ago. I set it on fire.”

The agent’s eyes widened, his voice urgent. “That’s quite an admission. As a lawyer I think you should”

“If the police look,” continued Peter, overriding O’Brien’s urgency, “they’ll find shells on the front lawn, bullet holes in the walls and woodwork as well as the furniture, and the upper half of the kitchen door smashed. Also, the telephone wires were cut.”

The FBI man stared at Chancellor. “What the hell are you saying?”

“It was an ambush.”

“Weapons were fired in the middle of a residential neighborhood?”

“The gunshots were muffled by silencers. No one heard anything. There were periods of quiet—probably for passing cars. That’s why I thought of the fire. The flames would be spotted by someone.”

“You left the scene?”

“I ran away. Now I’m sorry I did.”

“Why did you?”

Again Peter hesitated. “I was confused. Frightened.”

“The person with you?”

“That’s part of it, I imagine.” Chancellor paused, seeing the obvious question in the agent’s eyes. For a hundred reasons he could not protect her. As Phyllis herself had put it, whatever her transgressions, they did not warrant the loss of life. “Her name is Phyllis Maxwell.”

“The newspaperwoman?”

“Yes. She ran first. I tried to find her. I couldn’t.”

“You said this all happened several hours ago. Do you know where she is now?”

“Yes. On a plane.” Peter reached into his jacket pocket and took out Phyllis’s letter. Reluctantly, but knowing he had to, he handed it to O’Brien.

As O’Brien read, Peter had the distinct impression that something was happening to the FBI man. For a moment the color seemed to drain from his face. At one point he raised his eyes and stared at Peter; the look he conveyed Chancellor knew well, but he did not understand it coming from this stranger. It was a look of fear.

When he was finished, the agent put the letter face down, reached for a booklet on his desk, opened it to a specific page, and picked up his telephone. He pressed a button and dialed.

“This is the FBI, one of the night-duty officers, emergency code, seven-five-sparrow. There was a fire at a house on Thirty-fifth Northwest. Near Wisconsin. Do you have anyone on the scene?… Can you patch me through to the officer in charge? Thank you.” O’Brien looked up at Peter. He spoke curtly; it was not a request but an order. “Sit down.”

Chancellor did so, vaguely realizing that in spite of the agent’s commanding tone, the strange fear he had seen in O’Brien’s eyes was now in his voice.

“Sergeant, this is the FBI.” The agent shifted the phone to his right hand. Bewildered, Peter saw that the palm of O’Brien’s left hand, the hand that had been holding the telephone, was moist with sweat. “You’ve received my clearance. I want to ask you a couple of questions. Is there any evidence as to how the fire was started, and are there any signs of gunshots? Cartridge shells in front or bullet holes inside?”

The agent listened, his eyes riveted on the desk, staring at nothing, really, but staring intently. Chancellor watched him, mesmerized. O’Brien’s forehead broke out in small beads of perspiration. Absently, his breath suspended, the FBI man raised his left hand and wiped the sweat away. When finally he spoke, he was barely audible.

“Thank you, Sergeant. No, it’s not our basket. We don’t know anything, just following up an anonymous lead. It’s got nothing to do with us.”

O’Brien hung up. He was profoundly disturbed; there was a sudden sadness in his eyes.

“As near as can be determined,” O’Brien said, “the fire was deliberately set. Remnants of fabric soaked with kerosene were found. There were shells on the lawn, windows shot out; there’s every reason to expect bullets impacted throughout the interior—what’s left of it. Everything will be sent to the laboratories.”

Peter sat forward. Something was wrong. “Why did you tell the sergeant you didn’t know anything?”

The agent swallowed. “Because I want to hear what you have to say. You’ve told me it concerns the bureau; some crazy theory about Hoover being murdered. That’s enough for me. I’m a career man. I want to hear it first. I can always pick up the phone and call that precinct back.”

O’Brien gave his explanation in a flat, quiet voice. It was reasonable, thought Chancellor. Everything he had learned about the bureau pointed to the fact that the bottom line was public relations. Avoid embarrassment at all costs. Protect the Seat of Government. Phyllis Maxwell’s words came back to him.

The story hasn’t been told. I don’t think it ever will be.… The bureau will protect him.… The heirs apparent won’t let the image be tarnished. They fear infected bloodlines, and they damned well should.

Yes, reflected Chancellor. O’Brien fitted the mold. His burden was the heaviest because he was the first to hear the extraordinary news. Something was very rotten in the bureau, and this agent would have to carry the message of that rot to his superiors. His dilemma was understandable: Messengers were often held accountable for their reports of catastrophe; the bloodlines could be infected after all. It was no wonder that this career man perspired.

But nothing in his imagination prepared Peter for what followed.

“To go back to the beginning,” said Chancellor. “I was on the West Coast four, five months ago, living in Malibu. It was late afternoon; a man was on the beach staring up at my house. I went out and asked him why. He knew me; he said his name was Longworth.”

O’Brien bolted forward in his chair, his eyes locked with Peter’s. His lips formed the name, but only a shadow of sound emerged. “Longworth!”

“Yes, Longworth. You know who he is, then.”

“Go on,” the agent whispered.

Peter sensed the cause of O’Brien’s shock. Alan Longworth had betrayed Hoover, defected from the bureau. Somehow the word had gotten out. But Hoover was dead, the defector half a world away—the stain removed. Now Senior Agent O’Brien had to bear the news that the vanished Longworth had surfaced. In a strange way Chancellor felt sorry for this middle-aged career man.

“Longworth said he wanted to talk to me because he’d read my books. He had a story to tell, and he thought I was the one to write it I told him I wasn’t looking for anything. Then he made that extraordinary statement about Hoover’s death, linking it to some private files of Hoover’s that were missing. He told me to check out his name; I have sources to do that, and he knew it. I know it sounds crazy, but I bit God knows I didn’t believe it; Hoover was an old man with a history of heart disease. But the concept fascinated me. And the fact that this Longworth would go to the trouble of—”

O’Brien got out of his chair. He stood behind the desk looking down at Peter, his eyes burning. “Longworth. The files. Who sent you to me? Who are you? Who the hell am I to you?”

“What?”

“You expect me to believe this? You walk off the street in the middle of the night and tell this to me! For Christ’s sake, what do you want from me? What more do you want?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Chancellor, stunned. “I never saw you before in my life.”

“Salter and Krepps! Go on, say it! Salter and Krepps! They were there, too!”

“Who are Salter and Krepps? Where were they?”

O’Brien turned away. He was breathing rapidly. “You know where they were. Unassigned field covers. Longworth in the Hawaiian Islands.”

“He lives in Maui,” agreed Peter. “They paid him off that way. I don’t know the other two names; he never mentioned them. Were they working with Longworth?”

O’Brien stood motionless, his body rigid. Slowly he turned back to Chancellor, his eyes narrowed. “Working with Longworth?” he asked, barely above a whisper. “What do you mean, ‘working with Longworth’?”

“Just that. Longworth was transferred from the bureau. His cover was an assignment with the State Department. But it was never true. It was only an accommodation. I’ve learned that much. What amazes me is that you people even know about Longworth.”

The senior agent continued to stare in silence. His frightened eyes widened. “You’re clean …”

“What?”

“You’re clean. You walk in off the goddamned streets and you’re clean!”

“What do you mean, I’m clean?”

“Because you wouldn’t have told me what you just did. You’d be crazy to. A deep-cover accommodation that’s false. With State.… Oh, Christ.” O’Brien was like a man in a trance, aware of his state of suspension but incapable of shaking it. He braced himself against the desk, the fingers of both hands pressed into the wood. He closed his eyes.

Peter was alarmed. “Maybe you’d better take me to someone else.”

“No. Wait a minute. Please.”

“I don’t think so.” Peter got out of the chair. “As you said, this isn’t your ‘basket.’ I want to talk to one of the other night-duty officers.”

“There aren’t any others.”

“You said on the phone—”

“I know what I said! Try to understand. You have to talk to me. You’ve got to tell me everything you know. Every detail!”

Never, thought Peter. There’d be no mention of Alison; she was not going to be touched. Nor was he yet sure he wanted to talk further with this strangely disturbed man. “I want others to hear what I have to say.”

O’Brien blinked several times. The trance was broken; he walked swiftly to a shelf on the other side of the room, pulled out a cassette recorder, and returned to the desk. He sat down and opened a bottom drawer. When his hand emerged, it held a small plastic box in which there was a cassette tape.

“The seal’s unbroken; the tape is unused. I’ll play it through if you like.” The agent snapped the box open, removed the cassette, and inserted it. “You have my word. Others will hear what you have to say.”

“A tape won’t do.”

“You’ve got to trust me,” said O’Brien. “Whatever you think of my behavior these past few minutes, you’ve got to trust me. You can only tell your story on tape. And don’t identify yourself. Describe yourself as a writer, that’s all. Use all the other names involved except those associated with you personally or professionally. If that becomes impossible, if those people are intrinsic to the events, hold up your hand; I’ll stop the tape, and we’ll talk about it. Have you got that?”

“No.” Chancellor balked. “Now you just wait a minute. This isn’t what I came here for.”

“You came here to put a stop to it! That’s what you told me. Stop the killing, stop the terror, stop the blackmail. Well, I want the same thing! You’re not the only one who’s been pushed to the fucking wall! Or this Maxwell woman or any of you. Christ, I’ve got a wife and family!”

Peter recoiled, stung by O’Brien’s words. “What did you say?”

Self-consciously, the FBI man lowered his voice. “I have a family. It’s not important, forget it.”

“I think it’s very important,” said Peter. “I don’t think I can ever tell you how important it is to me right now.”

“Don’t bother,” interrupted O’Brien. He was abruptly the complete professional. “Because I’m doing the telling. Remember what I said: Don’t identify yourself, but use the names of everyone else who approached you or you were sent to—people not known to you previously. Give the other names to me later, but not on the tape. I don’t want you traced. Speak slowly; think about what you’re saying. If you have any doubts, just look at me; I’ll know. I’m going to start now. Give me a moment to identify myself and the circumstances.”

O’Brien depressed two buttons on the small recorder and spoke in a clipped, hard voice.

“This tape is being prepared by Senior Agent C. Quinlan O’Brien, Eye-dent clearance seventeen-twelve, on the night of December eighteenth at approximately twenty-three hundred hours. The man you will hear was escorted to the night-duty office. I have removed his name from the security logs and informed the desk agent to report to me any and all inquiries, under the aforementioned seventeen-twelve in-house clearance.” O’Brien paused, picked up a pencil, and scribbled a note to himself on a pad. “I consider the information on this tape to be of the highest priority of classification and for reasons of security can accept no interference. I fully understand the irregularity of the methods I employ and—for personal reasons—fully assume responsibility.”

The agent stopped the machine and looked at Peter. “Ready? Start last summer. At Malibu and your meeting with Longworth.” He pressed the buttons; the tape rolled.

Through the mists of disbelief Chancellor began, speaking slowly, trying to follow the instructions of this man he suddenly, strangely knew so well. This man who was somehow a part of his own invention. C. Quinlan O’Brien. Alexander Meredith. Attorney. Attorney. The bureau. The bureau. A wife and family.… A wife and family …

Frightened men.

O’Brien was visibly shaken as the story unfolded, both stunned and disturbed by the incidents Peter described. Whenever he mentioned Hoover’s private files, the agent tensed and his hands shook.

When Peter came to Phyllis’s description of the horrible, flat, high-pitched whisper over the telephone, O’Brien could not conceal his reaction. He gasped, his neck arched back, his eyes closed.

Peter stopped; the tape continued rolling. There was silence. O’Brien opened his eyes, staring at the ceiling. Slowly he turned to Chancellor.

“Go on,” he said.

“There isn’t much more. You read her letter.”

“Yes. Yes, I read the letter. Describe what happened. The gunshots, the fire. Why you ran away.”

Peter did. And then it was over. He had said it all Or nearly all. He had not mentioned Alison.

O’Brien stopped the tape, rewound it for a few seconds, and played the last words back for clarity. Satisfied, he shut off the machine.

“All right. You’ve put down what you wanted to. Now, tell me the rest.”

“What?”

“I asked you to trust me, but you haven’t told it all. You were writing in Pennsylvania; suddenly you came to Washington. Why? According to you, your research was completed. You ran away from a burning house on Thirty-fifth Street nearly five hours ago. You got here two hours ago. Where were you for three hours? With whom? Fill in the gaps, Chancellor. They’re important.”

“No. That’s not part of our bargain.”

“What bargain? Protection?” Angrily, O’Brien got to his feet. “You damned fool, how can I offer protection if I don’t know whom to protect? And don’t kid yourself, protection is the bargain. Besides, it would take me—or anyone who really wanted to—roughly an hour to trace every move you made since you left Pennsylvania.”

The agent’s logic was undeniable. Chancellor had the feeling that he was an ill-equipped amateur facing a hardened professional. “I don’t want her part of this. I want your word on that. She’s been through enough.”

“So have we all,” replied O’Brien. “Did she receive a telephone call?”

“No. But you did, didn’t you?”

“I’m asking the questions.” The agent sat down again. “Tell me about her.”

Peter told the dark, sad story of Lieutenant General Bruce MacAndrew, his wife, and the daughter who was forced to grow up so early in her life. He described the isolated house on the back-country road in Maryland. And the words sprayed in blood-red paint on a wall: Mac the Knife. Killer of Chasǒng.

Quinn O’Brien closed his eyes and said softly, “Han Chow.”

“Is that Korea?”

“Different war. Same method of extortion: military records that never reached the Pentagon Of if they did, were removed. And now someone else has them.”

Peter held his breath. “Are you talking about Hoover’s files?”

O’Brien stared at him without replying. Chancellor felt torn apart; the insanity was complete.

“They were shredded,” whispered Peter, unsure of his own mind. “They were destroyed! What the hell are you trying to tell me? This is a book! None of it’s real! You have to protect your goddamned bureau! But not this! Not the files!”

O’Brien stood up, raising the palms of his hands. It was a reassuring gesture, a father calming an hysterical child. “Take it easy. I didn’t say anything about Hoover’s files. You’ve been through a lot tonight, and you’re making assumptions. For a second I did, too. But it’s wrong. Two isolated incidents involving military records hardly constitute a pattern. Those files were destroyed. We know that”

“What’s Han Chow?”

“Not pertinent.”

“A minute ago you thought it was.”

“A minute ago a lot of thoughts went through my head. But things are clear now. You’re right. Someone’s using you. And me and probably a couple of dozen others to tear the bureau apart. Someone who knows us, knows the working structure. Very possibly it’s one of us. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Peter studied the FBI man. Since Hoover’s death there had been rumors, many reported in the newspapers, that factions within the bureau were fighting among themselves. And Quinn’s intelligence and sincerity were convincing.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You scared hell out of me.”

“You’ve got every right to be scared. Much more than I do. Nobody’s fired a gun at me.” O’Brien smiled reassuringly. “But that’s all over with. I’ll find men to stay with you around the clock.”

Chancellor returned the smile weakly. “Whoever they are, I hope they’re the best you’ve got. I don’t mind telling you, I’ve never been so frightened in my life.”

The smile disappeared from O’Brien’s face. “Whoever they are, they won’t be from the bureau.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“I don’t know who to trust.”

“Then, apparently you know there are people you can’t trust. Anyone in particular?”

“More than one. There’s a pack of extremists here. We know some of them, not all. They’re loosely called the Hoover Group. When Hoover died, they thought they’d take over. They didn’t and they’re angry. Some are as paranoid as Hoover was.”

Again Chancellor was struck by O’Brien’s words; it was confirmation of Peter’s original thinking. Everything that had happened—from Malibu to Rockville to the old house on Thirty-fifth Street—was the result of violent infighting within the FBI. And Longworth had reappeared.

“We have a bargain,” he said. “I want protection. For the girl and myself.”

“You’ll have it.”

“From where? Who?”

“You mentioned Judge Sutherland. A couple of years ago he was instrumental in repairing a severed connection between the bureau and the rest of the intelligence community. Hoover had cut off the flow of information to the CIA and the NSC.”

“I know that,” interrupted Chancellor quietly. “I wrote a book about it.”

“That was Counterstrike!, wasn’t it? I guess I’d better read it.”

“I’ll send you a copy. You send protection. I repeat: Who? Where from?”

“There’s a man named Varak. Sutherland’s man. He owes me.”

O’Brien collapsed in the chair. His head fell back, his breathing fast and erratic as if he could not let sufficient air into the lungs. He brought his face forward into his hands; he could feel the trembling in his fingers.

He had not been sure he could carry it off. A number of times during the past two hours he thought he was going to fall apart.

It was the writer’s panic that had gotten him through the last minutes. The realization that Chancellor had to be controlled; he could not be allowed to learn the truth.

Hoover’s files were not destroyed, as Quinn knew they had not been. That much seemed certain. And now someone else knew it, too. How many? How many phone calls had been made? How many others had been reached by that terrible high-pitched whisper. A dead general, a murdered congressman, a vanished newspaperwoman—how many more?

Things were not the same as they had been two hours ago. Peter Chancellor’s revelation meant there was work to do quickly, and to his great relief, O’Brien began to think he was again capable of doing it.

He picked up the phone and dialed the National Security Council. But Stefan Varak could not be traced.

Where was Varak? What kind of assignment would cut the NSC agent off from the bureau? Especially from him? Varak and he were friends. Two years ago Quinn had taken an enormous risk for Varak. He had provided him with profile data Hoover had restricted; it could have cost him his career.

Now he needed Varak. Of all the men in the intelligence community Varak was the best. His range of expertise and the sheer numbers and depth of his contacts were extraordinary. He was the man Quinn wanted to hear Chancellor’s tape first. Varak would know what to do.

In the meantime the writer had temporary protection. His name had been removed from the security logs, all inquiries directed to O’Brien. There were a couple of men at CIA Quinn had fed print information to during Hoover’s embargo. When O’Brien told them the subject to be guarded was the author of Counterstrike!, they damned near refused. But, of course, they did not refuse. Reasonable men in the most unreasonable of professions had to help each other. Otherwise unreasonable men would assume control, and that way lay disaster.

Perhaps they had. Perhaps disaster had already come.
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The FBI escort made his delivery to the Hay-Adams lobby. Chancellor was the package. He was signed for by a nod and a corresponding “Okay.… Good night,” spoken politely by the man from the Central Intelligence Agency.

In the elevator Peter tried to make conversation with this stranger who had volunteered to protect him. “My name’s Chancellor,” he said foolishly.

“I know,” replied the man. “.I read your book. You did quite a job on us.”

It was not the most reassuring of greetings. “It wasn’t meant that way. I have several friends in the CIA.”

“Want to bet?”

Not reassuring at all. “There’s a man named Bromley flying in from Indianapolis.”

“We know. He’s sixty-five years old and in poor health. He had a weapon on him at the Indie airport. He has a permit, so it’s supposed to be returned to him at the National terminal, but it won’t be. It’ll be lost.”

“He could pick up another.”

“Not likely. O’Brien put a man on him.”

They reached the floor; the elevator door opened. The CIA man blocked Peter’s exit with his arm and walked out first, his right hand in his overcoat pocket. He glanced up and down the corridor, turned, and nodded to Chancellor.

“What about the morning?” asked Peter, coming out of the elevator. “Bromley could walk into any gun store—”

“With an Indianapolis permit? No retailer would sell him a firearm.”

“Some would. There are ways.”

“There are better ways to prevent it.”

They were at the door of the suite. The CIA man removed his right hand from his coat pocket; he held a small automatic. With his left he undid the two middle buttons of his overcoat and shoved the weapon out of sight. Peter knocked.

He could hear Alison’s racing footsteps. She opened the door and moved to embrace him, stopping at the sight of the stranger. “Alison, this is—I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Tonight I don’t have one,” the CIA man said, nodding to Alison. “Good evening, Miss MacAndrew.”

“Hello?” Alison was understandably bewildered. “Please come in.”

“No, thank you.” The agent looked at Chancellor. “I’ll be right out here in the corridor at all times. My relief comes on at eight in the morning, which means I’ll have to wake you up so you know who he is.”

“I’ll be up.”

“Fine. Good night.”

“Wait a minute.…” An idea struck Peter. “If Bromley shows up, and you’re sure he’s not armed, maybe I should talk to him. I don’t know him. I don’t know why he’s after me.”

“That’s up to you. Let’s play it as it comes.” He closed the door.

“You were gone so long!” Alison threw her arms around him, her face next to his. “I nearly went out of my mind!”

He held her gently. “That’s finished with. Nobody’s going out of his mind. Not any more.”

“You told them everything?”

“Yes.” He moved her back so he could look at her face. “Everything. About your father, too. I had to. The man I talked with knew I was holding back. He made it clear that they could trace every move we made. They wouldn’t have to go very far; just across the river to the Pentagon.”

She nodded and took his arm, leading him away from the door into the sitting room. “How do you feel?”

“Fine. Relieved. How about a drink?”

“My man’s been working. I’ll make them,” she said, heading for the bar stocked by the hotel’s room service. Peter fell into an armchair, his body limp, his feet stretched out. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” said Alison, pouring whisky and opening the ice bucket “Do you always have a bar set up for you wherever you go? You don’t drink that much.”

“A few months ago I drank that much.” Chancellor laughed; it was good to remember, knowing things had changed, he thought. “To answer your question, it’s an indulgence that came with the first large advance. I remembered all those movies. Writers in hotel rooms always had fancy bars and wore smoking jackets. I don’t have a smoking jacket.”

It was Alison’s turn to laugh. She brought his drink to him and sat in the chair opposite his. “I’ll buy you one for Christmas.”

“Next Christmas,” he said, holding her eyes. “This Christmas give me a plain gold ring. It’ll go on the third finger of my left hand. Just as yours will.”

Alison drank from her glass and glanced away. “I meant what I said a few hours ago. I don’t require any commitments.”

Chancellor looked at her, alarmed. He put his drink down and went to her. He knelt by her side and touched her face. “What am I supposed to say? Thank you, Miss MacAndrew, it’s been a nice interlude’? I won’t say it, and I can’t think it. I don’t think you can, either.”

She stared at him, her eyes vulnerable. “There’s a great deal you don’t know about me.”

Peter smiled. “What? You’re the daughter of the regiment? The whore of battalion twelve? Virgin you’re not, but the other doesn’t fit, either. You’re not the type. You’re too damned independent.”

“You make judgments too quickly.”

“Good! I’m glad you think so. I’m very decisive, a quality that’s been noticeably absent for a long time … before I met you.”

“You were recovering from a very painful experience. I was here. And in trouble of my own.”

“Thank you, Madame Freud. But you see, I am recovered, and I am decisive. Try this decision out. I realize marriage isn’t in fashion this year, it’s so middle class.” He moved closer to her. “But you see, I meant what I said before, too. I do require a commitment. I believe in marriage, and I want to live with you for the rest of my life.”

Her eyes filled with tears. She shook her head and held his face. “Oh, Peter. Where were you for so many years?”

“In a different life.”

“So was I. What’s that silly poem? ‘Come live with me and be my love.…’ ”

“Marlowe. Not so silly.”

“And I’ll come live with you, Peter. And be your love. For as long as it makes sense for both of us. But I won’t marry you.”

He moved back, again alarmed. “I want more than that.”

“I can’t give you any more. I’m sorry.”

“I know you can! I feel it! So completely, so much like—” He stopped.

“Like her? Like your Cathy?”

“Yes! I can’t bury that.”

“I’d never want you to bury it. Maybe we can have something just as beautiful. But not marriage.”

“Why?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Because marriage means—I won’t have children, Peter.”

She was saying something obliquely, and Chancellor knew it. He was just not sure what it was. “You’re jumping ahead. I hadn’t thought one way or the other about—” Suddenly it was clear to him. “It’s your mother. Her madness.”

Alison closed her eyes, her face streaked with tears. “My darling, try to understand.”

Peter did not move; he remained at her side and forced her to look at him. “Listen to me. I understand something else, too. You never believed what they told you, what your father told you. That your mother’s illness came about because she nearly drowned. You never accepted that. Why not?”

The look in her eyes was pathetic. “I couldn’t be sure. I’m not sure why. That’s the awful, awful thing.”

“Why couldn’t you be sure? Why would your father lie to you?”

“I don’t know! I knew him so well, every inflection of his voice, every gesture. He must have told me the story fifty times, always compulsively, as if he wanted me to love her as he once loved her. But there was always something false, something missing. Finally I understood. She was simply a crazy woman. She had grown insane naturally. Naturally. And he never wanted me to know. Do you understand now?”

Chancellor reached for her hand. “He could have been hiding something else from you.”

“What? Why would—?”

The telephone rang. Peter looked at his watch. It was past three in the morning. Who the hell would call him now? It had to be O’Brien. He picked up the phone.

“You think you’ve stopped me, but you haven’t!” The voice on the line was strident, the breathing heavy.

“Bromley?”

“You animal. You rotten, filthy scum!” Age was in the voice now. The hysterical voice belonged to an old man.

“Bromley, who are you? What have I ever done to you? I’ve never met you before in my life!”

“That wasn’t necessary, was it? You don’t have to know a person to destroy him. Or her. Destroy a child! And her children!”

Phyllis Maxwell had used the same word! Destroy. Did Bromley mean Phyllis? Was he talking about her? It couldn’t be; she had no children.

“I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about. Somebody’s lied to you. They’ve lied to others.”

“No one lied. They read it to me! You dug out the court transcripts, the confidential transcripts, the psychiatric reports. You wrote it all down, every filthy thing! You used our names, where we live, where she lives!”

“None of that’s true! I haven’t used any court transcripts or psychiatric reports! There’s nothing like that in the manuscript! I haven’t the vaguest idea what it all means!”

“Scum. Liar.” The old man drew out his words in hatred. “Do you think I’m a fool? Do you think they didn’t give me proof? I’ve been responsible for printing thousands of audits.” The voice exploded. “They gave me a number and I checked that number and I called that number! Bedford Printers! I spoke with the typographer. He read me what you’d written! What he’d set in type a week ago!”

Peter was stunned. Bedford was the printing house his publisher used for its books. “That’s impossible! The manuscript’s not with Bedford. It couldn’t be. It’s nowhere near finished!”

There was a momentary silence. Chancellor could only hope he was getting through to the old man. But Bromley’s next words told him he was not.

“You go to such lengths to lie! The publication date is set for April. Your publication date’s always April.”

“Not this year.”

“Your book’s printed. And I don’t care anymore. You weren’t satisfied destroying me. Now you go after her. But I’ll stop you, Chancellor. You can’t hide from me. I’ll find you, and I’ll kill you. Because I don’t care. My life is over.”

Peter thought quickly. “Listen to me! What’s happened to you has happened to others. Let me ask you. Did someone call you, whisper over the telephone? A high-pitched whisper—?”

The phone went dead. Chancellor looked at it and then turned to Alison, her face still damp with tears. “He’s insane.”

“It’s the season for it.”

“I won’t listen to that,” he said, reaching into his pocket for the page of notepaper with O’Brien’s number on it He dialed. “It’s Chancellor. Bromley called me. He’s desperate. He thinks my book’s coming out in April. Like Phyllis Maxwell, he’s convinced there’s damaging information in it.”

“Is there?” asked O’Brien.

“No. I’ve never heard of him before in my life.”

“I’m surprised. He’s the GSA accountant who took on the Defense Department over the C-forty cargo plane. He said there was collusion in the overruns.”

“I remember.…” Peter’s mind raced back, picturing the newspaper stories. “There were Senate hearings. He was a pretty lonely guy, if I recall. The super-patriots painted him pale red and into a corner.”

“That’s the one. His code name over here was Viper.”

“It would be. What happened to him?”

“They removed him from ‘sensitive’ audits—that’s what they called it. Then some damned fool at GSA tried to make points with the administration and withheld a rating. He instituted a civil suit.”

“And?”

“We don’t know. The suit was dropped and he disappeared.”

“But we do know, don’t we?” said Chancellor. “He received a telephone call with a high-pitched whisper on the other end of the line. And he just received another. With enough scraps of accurate information to convince him he was hearing the truth.”

“Easy. He can’t touch you. Whatever he thinks you did to him—”

“Not him,” interrupted Peter. “He talked about ‘her,’ ‘a child,’ ‘her children.’ ”

O’Brien paused. Chancellor knew what the FBI man was thinking: I’ve got a wife and family.

Alexander Meredith.

“I’ll try to find out,” said the agent finally. “He’s checked into a hotel downtown. I’ve got him under surveillance.”

“Does your man know why? Couldn’t he be—?”

“Of course not,” interrupted Quinn. “Code Viper was enough. The fact that a weapon was picked up on him in Indianapolis was more than enough. He’s immobilized. Get some sleep.”

“O’Brien?”

“What?”

“Tell me something. Why him? Why a sick old man?”

Again the agent paused before answering. When he spoke, a cold pain formed in Peter’s stomach. “Old men move around freely. Very few people stop them or suspect them; not much importance is accorded them. My guess is that an old man who’s desperate could be programed into a killer.”

“Because he doesn’t care anymore?”

“That’s part of it, I imagine. Don’t worry. He won’t get near you.”

Chancellor hung up. He needed sleep. There were many things to think about, but he was incapable of thinking. The strain of the night had caught up with him; the pills had worn off.

He could sense Alison watching him, waiting for him to say something. He turned and their eyes met. Deliberately, he walked over to her, with each step more sure of himself. He spoke calmly, with deep concern.

“I’ll accept whatever conditions you want to make, whatever way of living you choose, as long as we can be together. I don’t ever want to lose you. But there’s one condition I insist on. I’m not going to let you torment yourself over something that may not exist. I think something happened to your mother to drive her mad. I’ve never heard of a person normal one minute and mentally wasted the next unless he or she was pushed. I want to find out what happened. It may be painful, but I think you’ve got to know. Will you accept my condition?” Peter held his breath.

Alison nodded. A half smile appeared on her face. “Maybe we both have to know.”

“Good.” Peter resumed breathing. “Now the decision’s made, I don’t want to talk about it for a while. We don’t have to; we’ve got all the time in the world. As a matter of fact, I don’t want to talk about anything vaguely unpleasant for days.”

Alison remained in the chair, looking up at him. “Is your novel unpleasant?”

“The blackest. Why?”

“Are you going to stop writing it?”

He paused. It was odd, but once he’d made the decision, actually gone to the bureau and told his story, the pressure had been lifted, and his mind was clearer. The professional in him was emerging again. “It’ll be a different book. I’ll take out people, put in new ones, change the circumstances. But I’ll keep a lot, too.”

“Can you do that?”

“It’ll happen. The premise is still strong. I’ll find a way. I’ll go slowly for a while; it’ll come to me.”

Alison smiled. “I’m glad.”

“That’s the last decision for the night. Anyway, I want to go back to the first one.”

“Which is?”

He smiled. “You. Come live with me and be my love.”

He heard rapid tapping through the mists of sleep. Alison stirred beside him, burying her head deeper into her pillow. He slid out of the bed and grabbed his trousers from the chair where he had draped them. Naked, he walked into the sitting room, closing the bedroom door behind him. Awkwardly pulling on his trousers, he hopped toward the foyer.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s eight o’clock,” said the voice of the CIA man beyond the door.

Peter remembered. At eight o’clock the guard changed; it was time for identifications, his and the new sentry’s.

And it was all he could do to conceal his shock. He blinked and stifled a yawn and rubbed his eyes to further hide his astonishment. The new man was the CIA “domestic” who had given Peter material for Counterstrike! Given it freely. In anger. Deeply concerned over the illegalities the agency was forced to perpetrate.

“Names aren’t necessary,” said the agent initially assigned to Chancellor. “He’ll take over for me.”

Peter nodded. “Okay. No names, no handshakes. I wouldn’t want you to catch anything.”

“What you’ve got jumps,” said the second man quietly, with an offensive tone worthy of his companion. He turned to the first agent. “He stays in the hotel, right?”

“That’s what we’ve agreed to. No outside work.”

Both men turned, dismissing him, and walked toward the elevators. Peter went inside and closed the door. He listened for the faint sounds of the elevator. When they came, he waited an additional ten seconds before he opened the door.

The CIA man slid past Chancellor into the small foyer of the suite. Peter closed the door. “Christ!” said the agent. “I nearly had a cardiac arrest when I got the call last night.”

“You? I damned near fell over when I saw you standing there!”

“You carried it off. Sorry. I couldn’t take the chance of phoning you.”

“How did it happen?”

“O’Brien. He’s one of our contacts at the bureau. When Hoover shut down communications, O’Brien and several others worked with us, got us information we had to have. It wouldn’t make sense for him to call anyone else; they’d probably refuse him. He knew we wouldn’t”

“You owed him,” said Chancellor.

“More than you can realize. O’Brien and his friends put their necks as well as their careers on the line for us. If they’d ever been found out, Hoover would have gone berserk. He’d have made sure they were sent to some choice prisons for ten to twenty years apiece.”

Peter winced. “He could do that, couldn’t he?”

“Could and did. There are several unadvertised carcasses rotting away in Mississippi cells even now. It was his last Siberia. O’Brien’s owed; we can’t forget that.”

“But Hoover’s dead.”

“Maybe somebody’s trying to bring him back. Isn’t that what this is all about? Why else would O’Brien call us in?”

Chancellor wondered. It was as valid a possibility as he had heard. O’Brien spoke of the Hoover group—some known, others not, none to be trusted. Did they have Hoover’s files? Were they trying to regain control of the bureau? If so, men like Quinn O’Brien had to be destroyed for that control to be taken. “You could be right,” he said.

The man nodded. “It starts all over again. Not that it’s ever really stopped. When I heard your name last night, I wondered what had taken you so long.”

“What does that mean?” Peter was confused.

“The information I gave you. You used it pretty exclusively against us. Why? There were a lot of people at fault, not just us.”

“I’ll say now what I said two years ago. The agency used the failings of other people as an excuse. Too damned quickly and with too much enthusiasm. I thought we’d agreed. I thought that’s why you gave me the information.”

The man shook his head. “I guess I thought you’d spread the guilt around a little more. Then I figured you were saving it for another book. That is what this is all about, isn’t it? You’re writing a book about the bureau.”

Chancellor was stunned. “Where did you hear that?”

“I didn’t hear it, I read it. In this morning’s paper. Phyllis Maxwell’s column.”
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She had done it. The column was short, ominous in its brevity as well as its content, and centered on the editorial page with a black border around it. It would be read widely, raising startling questions and no less startling alarms. Chancellor could picture the distraught Phyllis Maxwell at the airport, clinging to her sanity, reaching the inevitable decision and calling her newspaper’s night desk. No editor would cut the copy; she had a sure reputation for documenting her facts. But beyond this, it was a last gesture, a final testament, and recognizable as such. She owed it to her profession, and that profession would not turn its back on her.


Washington, December 19—Information from an unimpeachable source reveals that the Federal Bureau of Investigation will soon be confronted with extraordinary charges of malfeasance, extortion, suppression of criminal evidence, and illegal surveillance of citizens in flagrant violation of their constitutional rights. These allegations will be made in a forthcoming novel by Peter Chancellor, author of Counterstrike! and Sarajevo! Although the work has been written as fiction, Chancellor has developed his material from fact. He has traced victims and observed their paralyses. Due only to his own sense of morality has he withheld identities and fictionalized the events. This book is long overdue. Throughout this magnificent city with its symbols everywhere of a people’s unique struggle for freedom, men and women are afraid. For themselves, their loved ones, their very thoughts, and often their sanity. They live with their fears because a giant squid has reached its tentacles into every corner, spreading its terror. The head of this monster is somewhere within the FBI.

This reporter has been touched by these tactics. Therefore, in conscience, I will be absent from these pages for an indeterminate period of time. It is my hope to return one day, but it will only be when I can dispatch my responsibilities in a manner to which you, the reader, are entitled.

A final word. Too many good and powerful men in the government have been compromised by the working methods of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These assaults must stop. Perhaps Mr. Chancellor’s fiction will bring about that reality. If so, a part of our system will be cleansed.



It was a bombshell; its crater was smoldering, defined by the black border. Peter looked at his watch; it was twenty minutes past eight. He was surprised O’Brien had not called him. Surely he’d seen the paper; surely there was chaos at the FBI. Perhaps the agent was being exceptionally careful. A telephone was suddenly an instrument of danger.

And then, as if his thoughts had willed it, the phone rang and O’Brien was there.

“I knew they were waking you at eight,” said Quinn. “Have you seen the paper?”

“Yes. I wondered when you’d call.”

“I’m in a phone booth. Obviously. I didn’t want to call from home. I got off at four this morning and drove around just thinking for a while, then managed a couple of hours’ sleep. Did you expect her to do this?”

“It’s the last thing I expected. But I can understand. Maybe it was the only thing she thought she could do.”

“It’s an unnecessary complication, that’s what it is. They’ll be looking for her. God help her if she’s found. One side will want her life, the other her testimony.”

Peter thought for a moment. “She wouldn’t have done what she did if she believed she’d be found. She meant what she said in her letter: She planned this for a long time.”

“Which means a dead skip. I know something about dead skips. All too often they end up more dead than skipped. But that’s her problem; we’ve got enough of our own.”

“Your compassion is touching. Did you reach your man Varak?”

“I’ve put out an emergency defector code for him. He’ll have to respond. It’s his specialty.”

“What do we do until then?”

“Stay where you are. We’ll move you later. Varak will know where.”

“I know where,” said Peter angrily. O’Brien was treating them like fugitives. “My house in Pennsylvania. We’ll go there. You just get us—”

“No,” interrupted the FBI man firmly. “For the time being you stay away from that house and your apartment You go where I tell you to go. I want you alive, Chancellor. You’re very important to me.”

The words had their effect; memories of gunfire returned. “All right. We sit and wait.”

“Does anyone in New York or Pennsylvania know where you are?”

“Not specifically. They know I’m in Washington.”

“Would they know where to look?”

“Probably this hotel. I stay here a lot.”

“You’re no longer registered there,” said O’Brien. “You checked out late last night; the manager made that clear to the front desk.”

It was a chilling piece of news. That it could be effected so easily, that it was even necessary in the agent’s judgment, caused Peter to swallow involuntarily. Then he remembered. “I called room service. I gave my name and room number. I signed the bill.”

“Goddamn it!” O’Brien exploded. “I didn’t consider that.”

“I’m glad you’re not perfect.”

“Less so than I want to think about. It’s the kind of mistake Varak wouldn’t make. We’ll handle it, though. It’s only for a few hours. You simply want to be incognito.”

“What’s my new name?”

“Peters. Charles Peters. It’s not very original, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll be the only one calling you. Now, as soon as you can, telephone anyone in New York who knows you’re in Washington. Tell them you and Miss MacAndrew have decided to take a couple of days off. You’re driving down through Virginia, the Fredericksburg route, toward the Shenandoah. Have you got that?”

“I’ve got it, but I don’t know what I’ve got. Why?”

“There are a limited number of hotels and motels where you could stay overnight. I want to see who shows up.”

Chancellor felt a knot in his stomach. For a moment he was speechless. “What the hell are you saying?” he whispered. “You think Tony Morgan or Joshua Harris are a part of this? You’re out of your mind!”

“I told you,” replied O’Brien. “I drove around last night just thinking. Everything that’s happened to you has happened because of this book you’re writing. Most of the places you’ve been—not all, but most—have been known by those men because you told them.”

“I won’t listen to this! They’re my friends!”

“They may have no choice,” said O’Brien. “I know the recruitment methods better than you do. And I’m not saying they are involved, I’m only saying they could be. I guess what I’m telling you is not to trust anyone. Not for the moment; not until we learn more.” O’Brien lowered his voice. “Perhaps not even me. I say I’m ready to be tested, and I think I am. But I haven’t been tested yet. I can only give you my word that I’ll try like hell. I’ll be in touch.”

Quinn hung up abruptly, as if he could not bring himself to talk a second longer. The fact that he was able to express his own self-doubt was remarkable. He was a brave man because he was so obviously frightened, accepting his fear in a loneliness that Chancellor did not have to know.

Peter sat down to breakfast. Only vaguely aware that he was eating, he went through juice, eggs, bacon, and toast. His thoughts were on what O’Brien had said to him: I guess what I’m telling you is not to trust anyone.

There was the echo of unreality about it. A once-removed quality too couched in melodrama to be part of life. Abnormal, false.

Fiction.

Without his thinking about it, his eyes strayed beyond the coffeepot to his notebook on the table in front of the couch. He got out of the chair, carrying his coffee, and sat down on the couch. He opened the notebook, staring at the words he had written yesterday before the madness had begun. The madness that had led him to Quinn O’Brien.

The compulsion was there. He recognized it for what it was: a need to translate the madness he had experienced into a reality he could communicate. Because he had experienced it He had always imagined what it would be like to be hunted, to be trapped, to be frightened and confused and face death—to strain every fiber and brain cell in a search for escape and survival. He had never before lived those feelings, until now. The changes in the book could come later, but for now he’d follow the story line he had developed and complete the chapter tomorrow. He had to put it down, this new, firsthand madness.


Chapter 10—Outline

Meredith has joined the Nucleus. He is to develop undeniable evidence that within the FBI there is a group of specific men who are involved in grossly illegal activities. Not words on paper but voices on tape.

The method will be entrapment, and Alex is tutored by Alan Long. The converted Hoover gunslinger tells Meredith that the only approach is to feign total capitulation to the fanatics inside the bureau. He has the motive: He cannot take the harassment any longer.

The trap will be in the form of a miniaturized tape machine, placed in his handkerchief pocket, activated by touch.

There is a series of short, emotional confrontations in which Alex is seen abjectly “surrendering” to the Hoover forces. It is not difficult for him to be convincing, for he is reflecting a state of mind he has experienced.

There is a scene at night in which Meredith overhears—in detail—a plan to “eliminate” an FBI informant who has threatened to expose the bureau’s involvement in the killing of five black radicals in Chicago. The massacre was the direct result of FBI provocation. The informant is marked for death; the method will be an untraceable weapon in a crowded subway.

Alex has activated the miniaturized equipment He has the voices on tape. The evidence is now undeniable: conspiracy to commit murder.

The enormity of the charge is enough to drive Hoover from office. It will lead to the uncovering of additional abuses, for it is only one incident in a network of conspiracies. Hoover is finished.

Alex is seen leaving, but the Hoover men sense his duplicity.

Meredith races out of the bureau to his car. He has been given an address in McLean, Virginia, to reach in emergencies. There has never been an emergency like this; he has in his pocket the evidence that will destroy the Man and the men who would turn the country into their own personal police state.

As he drives out of the parking lot, he spots a car behind him he believes to be an FBI vehicle.

A wild chase ensues through the streets of Washington. At a traffic light the man beside the driver of the FBI automobile rolls down the window shouting “There!” He then leaps out for Meredith’s door. Alex jumps the light, careening down the street, pressing his horn, dodging other cars.

He recalls a tactic: lose an automobile, lose surveillance. He stops in front of a government building, leaves the motor running, gets out, and races up the steps inside.

Only a uniformed guard is there. Meredith flashes his FBI identification and runs across the marble floor past banks of elevators, pressing the buttons, looking for another exit. He sees a pair of glass doors leading to an open-air corridor that connects the building to another. He races out; from behind a pillar a man emerges. It is one of the two men following him. He holds a gun in his hand. Alex touches the recorder, activating it.

“It’s an old trick, Meredith. You’re not very good at it.”

“You’re executioners! You’re Hoover’s executioners!” screams Alex in panic.

The screams are enough to cause the man to lose his concentration; screams can be heard. In that brief instant Meredith does what he never believed he’d be capable of doing. He rushes at the man with the gun.

A violent struggle takes place; two shots are fired.

The first wounds Alex in the shoulder. The second kills the FBI fanatic.

Meredith stumbles through the corridor holding his wound. The second FBI man is seen running toward the glass doors at the other end.

He gets through to the other building and out on the street He hails a taxi, falls back into the seat and gives the driver the address in McLean.

He reaches McLean, barely conscious. He struggles up the path to the door and holds his hand on the bell. The former cabinet officer answers; it is his residence.

“I’m shot. In my pocket The recorder. Everything’s on it”

He falls into unconsciousness.

He awakes in a darkened room; he is on a couch, bandages across his chest and shoulder. He hears voices beyond the closed door; he gets up and edges his way along the wall to the door and opens it an inch. Beyond, around a dining room table, sits the cabinet officer, the newspaperwoman, and Alan Long. The senator is not there.

Alex’s tape recorder is by the ex-member of the President’s cabinet. He is speaking to Long.

“Did you know about these … execution squads?”

“There’ve been rumors,” replies Long cautiously. “I was never involved.”

“You wouldn’t be trying to save your own neck?”

“What’s there to save?” asks Long. “If anyone found out what I’ve done—what I’m doing—I’m dead.”

“Which brings us back to these squads,” says the woman. “What did you hear?”

“Nothing specific,” answers Long. “No proof. Hoover departmentalizes everything. Everybody. He does it all secretly; no one really knows what the man in the next office does. That way everyone stays in line.”

“Gestapo!” says the woman.

“What did you hear?” The cabinet officer.

“Only that there were final solutions if everything fell apart on a project.”

The woman stares at Long, then briefly closes her eyes. “Final—Oh, my God.”

“If we ever needed a last, overwhelming justification,” says the balding man, “I think we have it Hoover will be killed two weeks from Monday, the files taken.”

“No!” Alex has yanked the door open with such force that it crashes into the wall. “You can’t do it! You have everything you need. Bring him to trial! Let him face the judgment of the courts! Of the country!”

“You don’t understand,” says the cabinet officer. “There’s not a court in the land, not a judge, not a member of the House or of the Senate, not the President or any of his cabinet, who can bring him to trial. It’s beyond that.” “No, it isn’t! There are laws!” “There are the files,” says the newspaperwoman softly. “People would be reached … by others who have to survive.”

Meredith sees the eyes staring at him. The eyes are cold, without sympathy.

“Then, you’re no better than he is,” says Alex, knowing that if he ever gets out of that house, he will be hunted again.



Chancellor let the pencil drop. He was suddenly aware of Alison in the doorway. She stood in her blue bathrobe, looking down at him. He was grateful for the warmth in her eyes and the smile on her lips.

“Do you know I’ve been standing here for nearly three minutes and you didn’t see me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I was fascinated. You were so far away.”

“I was in McLean, Virginia.”

“That’s not so far.”

“It better be.” Peter got up from the couch and took her in his arms. “You’re adorable and I love you and let’s go to bed.”

“I just got out of bed. Let me have some coffee; it’ll wake me up.”

“Why wake up?”

“So I can enjoy you. Is that too lascivious?” She kissed him.

“The coffee’s cold,” he said. “I’ll order more.” “That’s okay. I don’t mind.” “I want to mail something anyway.”

“What?”

“The work I’ve done during the past couple of days. I should get it up to the typists.”

“Now?”

Peter nodded. “I should reread it, have it Xeroxed, send it by messenger. But I don’t want to look at it for a while. I just want to get rid of it. I’ve got some manila envelopes in my briefcase.” He walked to the phone across the room, remembering O’Brien’s instructions. “Operator? This is Mr. Peters in five-eleven. I’d like room service, but I’d also like to mail something special delivery. May I give it to the waiter to bring to the desk?”

“Certainly, Mr. Peters.” There seemed to be a smile in the operator’s voice.

They lay naked in each other’s arms, warmed by the moment and the desire each felt growing again.

The afternoon sun was reflected from unseen windows outside. From somewhere down in the streets the faint strains of a Christmas carol drifted up from a storefront down the block. It occurred to Peter that most of the day was gone.

The telephone rang. Chancellor reached for it.

“Mr. Peters?” It was the operator; he recognized the voice.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Peters, I know this is very improper. I realize you don’t want it known you’re registered, and I can assure you I didn’t say anything to the contrary—”

“What is it?” interrupted Peter, his heart racing.

“There’s a man on the line. He says it’s an emergency and that he has to talk to a Mr. Chancellor. He sounds quite ill, sir.”

“Who is it?”

“He says his name is Longworth. Alan Longworth.”

The pain in Peter’s temples made him shut his eyes.
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“Get out of my life, Longworth! It’s over! I’ve gone to the bureau and told them everything!”

“You damned fool. You don’t know what you’ve done.”

It was Longworth’s voice, yet it was more guttural than Peter remembered, more pronounced in its Middle-European accent.

“I know exactly what I’ve done, and I know what you’re trying to do. You and your friends want control of the FBI. You think it’s yours by some kind of right or inheritance. Well, it isn’t. And now they’ll stop you.”

“You’re wrong, all wrong. It’s we who want to stop it. Always we.” Longworth coughed; it was a horrible sound. “I can’t talk on the phone. We must meet.”

Again there was the strange echo of an accent. “Why? So you can set up a firing squad like you did on Thirty-fifth Street?”

“I was there. I tried to stop it.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Listen to me.” Longworth went into another spasm of coughing. “There were silencers. Everywhere. Weapons with silencers, as there were in Fort Tryon.”

“I remember. I’ll never forget.”

“But one shot last night was not fired through a silencer! Can you remember that?”

Longworth’s words triggered a memory. There had been a shot, a loud explosion in counterpoint to the spits. And one shout of anger. He hadn’t thought of it then; there had been far too much going on. But now it seemed clear. A gunman had forgotten to employ a silencer.

“Do you remember?” continued Longworth. “You must.”

“Yes. What’s your point?”

“It was I!” There was that tone again. And the proper grammar. Most men in panic would say: It was me.

“You?”

“Yes. I followed you. I’m always near you. When those men appeared, I wasn’t prepared for what happened. I did what I could. Frankly, I don’t know how you got out alive.…” Longworth coughed again.

Chancellor had never heard a death rattle, but in his imagination he was hearing one now. And if he was, Longworth was telling the truth. “I have a question,” he said. “Maybe an accusation, I don’t know. You say you’re always near me. I know you ride in a silver Continental, that’ll come later—”

“Quickly!”

“If you’re always near me, it means you’ve been waiting for someone to reach me.”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“Not on the telephone! Especially not now.”

“I’ve been bait!”

“You were never to be hurt,” said Longworth.

“But I was, wasn’t I? I was damned near killed. You say you weren’t prepared. In New York and down here. Why not?”

Longworth paused. “Because what happened was contrary to everything we knew, everything we projected.”

“Inconceivable?” asked Peter sarcastically.

“Yes. That such chances would be taken—There’s no more time. I’m very weak, calls can be traced. You must come to see me for your own safety. For the girl’s safety.”

“There’s a CIA man in the corridor. He’ll stay here. I’ll come with the police!”

“You do and they’ll kill you on sight. The girl will be next.”

Chancellor knew it was true. It was in Longworth’s voice. A dying man’s voice. “What happened? Where are you?”

“I escaped. Listen to me; do as I tell you. I’ll give you three telephone numbers. Do you have a pencil?”

Peter turned. “There’s a pencil and paper—” He did not have to finish. Alison got out of bed and brought them rapidly to him. “Go ahead.”

Longworth gave three telephone numbers, repeating each. “Take coins with you. In precisely thirty minutes call each of these numbers from a telephone booth. From one you’ll recognize something you’ve written. You’ll know where to find me. You’ll understand. There’ll be questions.”

“Questions? Something I’ve written? I’ve written three books!”

“It is a short paragraph, but I believe you thought deeply about it when you wrote it. Expect to be followed. Take the man in the corridor with you. You’ve got thirty minutes. Lose those who follow you. The agent in the corridor will know what to do.”

“No,” said Peter firmly. “He stays here. With Mac- Andrew’s daughter. Unless he’s replaced by another man.”

“There’s no time!”

“Then you’ll just have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

“You don’t.”

“We’ll see. I’ll call in thirty minutes.” Chancellor hung up the telephone and stared at it.

Alison touched his arm. “Who stays with me and where are you going?”

“The CIA man. I’m going out.”

“Why.”

“Because I have to.”

“That’s no answer. I thought you said it was over!”

“I was wrong. But it will be soon, I promise you that.” He got out of bed and began dressing.

“What are you going to do? You can’t just leave without telling me.” Her voice was shrill.

Chancellor turned, buttoning his shirt. “Longworth’s hurt, I think pretty seriously.”

“Why do you care? Look what he’s done to you! What he’s done to us.”

“You don’t understand. It’s the way I want him, the only way I can force him to go with me.” From his suitcase Peter pulled out a dark brown sweater and put it on.

“Go where?”

“To O’Brien. I don’t give a damn what Longworth says, I trust him. Quinn won’t tell me everything, but he knows what’s going on. I heard him on that tape. He’s risking his career, maybe his life. This whole goddamned thing started inside the bureau, and that’s where it’s going to end. Longworth’s the key. I’m going to deliver him to O’Brien. Let O’Brien unravel it.”

Alison put her hands on his arms. Her grip was firm. “Why deliver him? Why not call O’Brien now? Let him find him.”

“It wouldn’t work; Longworth’s an expert—I’ve seen that. He’ll take precautions. If he even suspected what I intended to do, he’d run.” Chancellor left unspoken the thought that Longworth might die before O’Brien could get the answers, the identities, from him. If that happened, the insanity would continue.

“Why did he give you three telephone numbers?”

“He’ll be at one of them. It’s part of the precautions; he’s not taking chances.”

“When you talked to him, you mentioned your books—”

“More of the same,” interrupted Peter, going to the closet for his jacket. “He’s going to quote something he says I’ll recognize. It’ll tell me specifically where he is. It’s another reason O’Brien would be useless right now.”

“Peter!” Alison confronted him, her eyes concerned and angry. “He wanted that man in the hallway to go with you, didn’t he?”

“It doesn’t make any difference what he wants.” Chancellor walked into the sitting room. He went to the coffee table, tore off several pages of blank paper from his notebook, and picked up a pencil. Alison followed.

“Take him with you,” she said.

“No,” he answered simply. “There’s no time.”

“For what?”

He turned and faced her. “To talk anymore. I have to go.”

She would not let him. “You told him you were going to call the police, bring them with you. Why won’t you?”

It was the question he’d hoped she would not ask. The answer was found in threats of death, threats he knew were based in truth. “For the same reason I can’t call O’Brien. Longworth would run. I have to find him, take him, and deliver him. I can’t let him get away.” He held her by the shoulders. “I’ll be fine. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

He kissed her, went to the foyer without looking back, and stepped outside into the corridor. The agency man snapped his head up, startled.

“I have to go out,” Peter said.

“No way,” replied the CIA man. “That’s not part of the rules.”

“There are no rules. For instance, you and I have an agreement. Two years ago I needed information, and you gave it to me. I swore to you I’d never say where I got it. But I’m changing that. If you don’t help me, I’ll go back inside that room, pick up the phone, call the agency, and reveal every source I had for Counterstrike! Do I make myself clear?”

“You rotten son of a bitch—”

“You’d better believe it.” Chancellor did not raise his voice. “Now, there are men watching this hotel who are going to try to follow me. If I can get out without their seeing me, I’ve got a fair chance. I want that chance, and you’re going to tell me how to get it; you’d better be good. If I’m caught, so are you. But you’re not going to leave this hallway. Because if you do, if anything happens to that girl, you’re hung.”

The agency man said nothing. Instead, he pressed the wall button; the elevator on the right arrived first, but there were passengers in it. He let it go by. The second elevator came from the lobby; it was empty. The CIA man stepped inside, pressed the stop button, and picked up the emergency telephone. When maintenance got on the phone, he identified himself as a building inspector, but he made light of it, joking with the man on the line. He needed help, he said. Would his new friend please send up a repairman right away? He had loused up the panel box and did not have his tools. He hung up and turned to Chancellor.

“Have you got money?”

“Some.”

“Let me have twenty dollars.”

Peter gave it to him. “What are you going to do?”

“Get you out of here.”

In less than a minute the door of the elevator on the left opened, and the repairman came out. He wore overalls and a large tool belt. The agency man greeted him, flashed his CIA identification, and asked him to step into the car. They talked so quietly Chancellor could not hear them, but he could see the agent hand the man the twenty dollars. He came out and motioned Peter inside.

“Do what he says. He thinks it’s an agency training exercise.”

Chancellor walked into the elevator. The repairman was taking off his overalls. Peter watched him, astonished. Underneath the work clothes the repairman wore a soiled undershirt and a pair of white shorts with blue and red polka dots, not unlike a Wonder bread wrapper.

“I can’t give you the tool belt, you understand. That’s personal property.”

“I understand,” said Chancellor. He put on the overalls and the repairman’s cap.

They took the elevator directly to the basement. The repairman led Chancellor around a corner and up a short flight of cement steps into a locker room.

Two hotel employees were dressed and ready to leave. The repairman talked quietly with them.

“Come on, mister,” said the man on the right. “You’ve practically got a union card.”

“What do you know?” said his companion. “The super spies play games.”

The basement door opened into an alley, which in turn led to the street. The alley was narrow and lined with garbage cans. Peter could see the figure of a man in a raincoat at the street entrance, silhouetted against the dull yellowish twilight beyond. The streets would be dark soon. He would use the darkness and the crowds, thought Chancellor. But first he had to get past the man in the raincoat. The man wasn’t there by coincidence.

He walked between the two hotel employees, and nodded at the figure ahead; the two men understood. They entered the game, enjoying it. Each began talking at once, directing their conversation at Peter as they walked past the man in the entrance.

“You!” said the man in the raincoat.

Chancellor froze. A hand was clamped on his shoulder. He shrugged it off angrily. The man spun Peter around, ripping the repairman’s cap off his head.

Chancellor rushed at the man, body checking him back into the alleyway. The two hotel employees looked at each other, suddenly concerned.

“You guys play rough,” said the man on the left.

“I don’t think they’re playing,” said his companion, moving away.

Peter heard no more. He ran, dodging the pedestrians on the sidewalk. He reached the corner; the light was red and traffic filled the street. He turned to his right, aware of a racing figure behind him, and started running again down the block. He dashed into the street, glancing off the fender of a car, and reached the other side. There was a crowd in front of a store window; beyond the glass a marionette show depicted Santa Claus and his elves. Chancellor forced his way between bodies like a man possessed. He looked back over the heads of the crowd.

The man in the raincoat was on the other side of the street, but he was making no move to cross over. Instead, he held a rectangular case against his face, angled from cheek to mouth. He was talking into a radio.

Peter edged his way along the side of the building, away from the crowd. Before he realized it, he was in front of another window, this one a jeweler’s. Suddenly the glass splintered; it was like no other sound he had ever heard.

An alarm went off, filling the air with a deafening bell. People turned to stare at him. Petrified, he looked at the window. Only inches from him was a small circle in the glass. A bullet hole! An unseen hand was firing at him!

The crowds on the sidewalk began yelling. He raced to the corner; a man ran after him.

“Stop! I’m a police officer!”

Peter lunged into the crowd; if the policeman had his pistol leveled, he dared not fire it. He tugged and pulled and crashed his way to the curb, where he started racing along the edge of the street. The intersection was jammed, the rush-hour traffic at a standstill.

There was an empty taxi up the block, halfway toward the next corner. Chancellor ran toward it, hoping no one would reach it first. It was more than a means of travel, it was sanctuary.

“I’m off duty, buddy. No more fares.”

“Your light’s on!”

“A mistake. Now it’s off.” The driver looked at him, shaking his head in disgust.

Peter was suddenly aware that the repairman’s overalls had split; he looked disheveled, maybe worse. Without thinking, he began taking them off in the middle of the street.

“A pret-ty girl … is like … a mel-odie.…”

A drunk on the curb was watching him, clapping in the rhythm of the strip. The traffic moved; the taxi drove forward. Chancellor stepped out of the overalls and hurled them at the drunk on the curb.

The cars in the street jerked to a stop. Peter leaped between bumpers and trunks and ran into the crowds. He looked at his watch. It was twenty-seven minutes since he had talked to Longworth. He had to get to a telephone. In the next block, diagonally across the street, he could see the reflection of colored lights off the glass of a booth. It was no longer twilight, it was evening. Above, the Washington sky was dark.

He threaded his way through the traffic in the street. The booth was occupied. A teen-aged girl in dungarees and a red flannel shirt was talking animatedly. Peter looked at his watch; twenty-nine minutes had passed. Longworth had said to call in precisely thirty minutes. How crucial was it? Would a minute or two make any difference?

Chancellor knocked on the glass. The girl shot him a hostile glance. He pushed the door and shouted. “I’m a police officer! I need that phone!” It was the only thing that came to mind.

It was enough. The girl dropped the phone. “Sure.” She started to slide out; then she thrust her head down toward the dangling instrument. “I’ll call ya’, Jennie!” She ran out into the crowds.

Peter replaced the phone, took out the paper with the numbers written on it, inserted a coin, and dialed.

“Manfriedie’s,” announced the voice on the line. There was music in the background; it was a restaurant.

“Peter Chancellor. I was told to call this number.” It was going to be one of the decoys, Peter was sure of it.

“There was a strange occurrence in Munich in the year 1923. It was a portent of things to come, but no one recognized it. What was it, describe it, name the book of yours in which it appeared.”

“It took place in the Marienplatz. Thousands of men held a rally. They were dressed in identical uniforms, and each carried a shovel. They called themselves the Army of Shovelers. The Schutzstaffel. It was the beginning of the Nazi. The book was Reichstag!”

There was a brief silence, then the voice came back again. “Disregard the next telephone number given you. Use the same exchange, but the last four digits are now five, one, seven, seven. Fifty-one, seventy-seven. Have you got that?”

“Yes. Five, one, seven, seven. Same exchange.”

The man hung up. Peter dialed the new number.

“Arts and Industries,” said a woman’s voice.

“My name is Chancellor. Do you have a question for me?”

“Yes, I do,” answered the woman pleasantly. “There was an organization in Serbia, established during the second decade of the century and headed by a man—”

“Let me save you time,” interrupted Peter. “The organization was called the Unity of Death. It was formed in 1911, and its leader was known as Apis. His real name was Dragutin and he was the director of Serbia’s military intelligence. The book was Sarajevo!”

“Very good, Mr. Chancellor.” The woman sounded as though she were in a classroom, appreciating a well-prepared student. “Now, here’s a new telephone number for you.”

She gave it to him; he dialed it. Again the exchange was the same.

“History and Technology, Laboratories Division.” The speaker was male. Peter identified himself and was told to wait a moment. Another voice came on the line, this time a woman’s, the accent foreign.

“I should like you to tell me what moves a man to separate himself from all he has known and accepted, and to risk becoming a pariah in the eyes of his peers. For to refuse that risk, to continue as he has, is to die within himself.”

Chancellor stared at the white casing of the telephone. Those were his words, from Counterstrike! One short paragraph among thousands, but for Peter it was the key to the entire book. If Longworth had the capacity to discern that, there was, perhaps, more to the man than he had considered.

“The knowledge that the administration of justice and fairness no longer mattered to the country’s leaders. The people must be shown this, the leaders confronted.” Chancellor felt foolish; he quoted himself.

“Thank you, Mr. Chancellor,” said the woman with the accent. “Please analyze your reply and the telephone calls you have just made. The combination will tell you what you want to know.”

Peter was bewildered. “It tells me nothing! I’ve got to reach Longworth! Now, you tell me where he is!”

“I don’t know any Mr. Longworth; I’m only reading what was given me over the phone by an old friend.”

There was a click and then the whine of a dial tone. Peter slammed his hand on the phone. It was crazy! Three unconnected phone calls involving books he’d written over—Unconnected? No, not actually. The exchanges were identical. That meant the locations—Where was the telephone book?

It was on a chain on the right side of the booth. He found Manfriedie’s Restaurant. The address was on Twelfth Street Northwest. The second call was taken by a woman who said the words Arts and Industries. The third was History and Technology. Where was the connection?

It was suddenly very obvious. They were buildings in the Smithsonian complex! Manfriedie’s was near the Mall. Near the Smithsonian! Probably the only restaurant in the area.

But where in the Smithsonian? It was immense.

Analyze your reply.

The knowledge that the administration of justice and fairness …

Administration!

The administration building at the Smithsonian! One of Washington’s landmarks.

That was it! Longworth was there!

Peter let the telephone book swing back into place. He turned and yanked the door open.

He stopped. In front of him stood the man in the raincoat. In the darkness, illuminated by the flashing colors of the Christmas lights, Chancellor saw the gun in the man’s hand. On its barrel was the perforated tube of a silencer. The weapon was pointed at his stomach.
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There was no time for thought. So Peter screamed. As loudly and as maniacally as he could.

He swung his left hand down toward the obscene perforated cylinder. There were two vibrations, shots; a piece of cement exploded. Only yards away a man and a woman cried out hysterically. The woman grabbed her stomach, collapsing on the sidewalk, writhing; the man reeled, holding his face, blood rolling through his fingers. There was chaos. The man in the raincoat pulled the trigger again. Chancellor heard the spit, his hand felt the white heat of the cylinder, and glass shattered behind him. Peter would not let go of the deadly thing; he kicked at the man’s legs, brought his knees up into the man’s groin, and pushed him backward into the street. The traffic was moving; the man crashed into the fender of an onrushing car, the impact hurling him back onto the curb.

Peter’s hand was burned, the skin blistered, but his fingers were still gripped around the cylinder, stuck to it. The gun was his.

With the strength born of panic the man in the raincoat staggered up; a knife was in his hand, the long blade whipping out from its recess. He lunged at Chancellor.

Peter fell against the booth, avoiding the knife. He pulled the cylinder from his left hand; the blistered skin of his palm came partially off with it. He pointed the barrel at the man in the raincoat.

He could not pull the trigger! He could not fire the gun!

The man slashed the knife up in a backhand lunge, the blade meant to sever Chancellor’s throat. Peter lurched away, the blade’s point entering his sweater. He brought his right foot up, catching the man in the chest and hammering him backward. The man fell on his shoulder. For an instant he lay stunned.

Sirens wailed in the distance now. Shrill whistles blew as the police converged. Chancellor followed his physical instincts. Holding the pistol in his hand, he sprang at his stunned attacker and brought the barrel down on the man’s head.

Then he ran through the hysterical crowds to the intersection, out into the street, against the traffic. He kept running.

He turned into a narrow side street; the cacophony of sirens and screams receded behind him. The street was darker than those of the shopping district; it housed small offices in old two- and three-story brick buildings.

Peter fell into the shadows of a doorway. His chest and legs and temples were in pain. His breath was so spent he thought he would vomit; so he went limp and let air fill his lungs.

Somehow he would have to get to the Smithsonian. To Alan Longworth. He did not want to think about it, not for a few minutes. He had to find a moment of quiet, a void where the pounding in his head would cease because there would be no—

Oh, Jesus! At the entrance of the narrow street, in the dim spill of the streetlights, two men were stopping pedestrians, asking questions. They had followed him. His scent was no less than that left by a fugitive tracked down by bloodhounds.

Chancellor crept out of the shadows into other shadows on the sidewalk. He could not run; he would be seen too easily. He spun around behind the iron grillwork of a railing that rose above a stone staircase, and looked back between the fluting. The men were talking to each other now, the man on the right holding a walkie-talkie next to his ear.

There was the sound of a horn. A car was turning into the street, and the two men were in its path. They moved to their left to let the automobile go by; they were blocked from sight. If they were blocked, so was he! But it would only be for seconds—two or three at most.

Chancellor stepped out from behind the grillwork and started running to his right down the sidewalk. If he could pace himself somehow with the approaching car, he could stretch out the time he would be out of sight; three or four more seconds would be enough. He listened for the engine behind him. The maneuver worked! He was at the corner. He ducked behind the edge of the building and pressed his back against the stone. He inched his face forward and looked around into the narrow street. The two men were moving cautiously from doorway to doorway, their caution itself bewildering Peter. Then he understood. In his panic he had forgotten, but the weight in his jacket pocket reminded him: He had the gun. The gun he could not fire.

Strollers looked at him; a couple hurried past; a mother and child crossed to the curb edge of the sidewalk to avoid him. Chancellor raised his eyes to the street sign. New Hampshire Avenue; diagonally across was the intersection of T Street He had been in the shopping district north of Lafayette Square; he had run between fifteen and twenty blocks, perhaps more if he took into account the various cutoffs and alleyways. He had to double back somehow and head southeast toward the Mall.

The two men were no more than fifty yards away. To his right, a half block north of where he was, the traffic light turned green. Chancellor started to run again. He reached the corner, crossed the street, turned left, and stopped. A policeman stood beneath the traffic signal; he was looking at Peter.

It was, thought Chancellor, perhaps the only opportunity he’d have. He could go up to the police officer, identify himself, and say that men were hunting him. The officer could call in and learn of the chaos twenty blocks away, hear for himself how a gun had been fired and shoppers wounded. He could say all this to the officer and plead for assistance.

But even as he considered the idea, he realized that there would be questions, and forms to fill out, and statements to be made. Longworth would wait only so long. And there were men with radios and weapons looking for him; back at the hotel Alison was alone, with only one man to protect her. The madness would not be stopped by going to the police. It would only be prolonged.

The light changed. Peter walked rapidly across the intersection, past the police officer, and into T Street. He stepped into a doorway, into the shadows, and looked back. A block and a half south a black limousine heading north had pulled to a stop at the corner of the narrow street and New Hampshire Avenue. Directly in front of the car was a streetlamp. He could see the two men approaching the car; a rear window slid down.

A taxi headed south on New Hampshire. The light was red; the cab stopped. Chancellor raced to it from the doorway. In the backseat was an elderly, well-dressed man. Peter opened the door.

“Hey!” yelled the driver. “I’ve got a fare!”

Chancellor addressed the passenger. He tried to sound reasonable, a man doing his best to remain calm in a crisis. “Please forgive me, but there’s an emegency. I have to get downtown. My—my wife is very ill. I’ve just heard—”

“Come in, come in,” said the elderly man without hesitation. “I’m only going as far as Dupont Circle. Is that convenient? I can—”

“That’s fine, sir. I’m very grateful.” Peter stepped in as the light changed. He slammed the door; the taxi bolted forward. Whether it was the door slam or the driver’s loud voice, Chancellor would never know, but as they passed the limousine on the other side of New Hampshire, he could see that the two men spotted him. Peter looked out the rear window. The man on the right had his walkie-talkie against his face.

They reached Dupont Circle; the elderly man got out. Chancellor instructed the driver to go south on Connecticut Avenue. The traffic was heavier, guaranteed to become worse as they headed into the center of Washington. It was both an asset and a liability. The congested streets allowed him to look in all directions carefully to see if anyone had picked up his trail. Conversely, the heavy traffic allowed others to find him, to catch up with him on foot if necessary.

They reached K Street; to the right was Seventeenth. Peter tried to visualize a Washington map, the main intersecting thoroughfares south of the Ellipse.

Constitution Avenue! He could have the driver turn left on Constitution and head for the Smithsonian through the Mall’s entrance. Was there an entrance in that stretch of block?

There had to be. In the chapter outline that morning, he had envisioned Alexander Meredith driving—racing—out of the Mall. Had he written that? Or was it only—?

Chancellor saw it through the rear window. A gray car had swung out of the traffic and sped forward in the left-turn lane. It drew parallel to the taxi; suddenly a beam of light shot through the window, crisscrossing with the shafts of headlights behind. Peter edged forward, keeping his face obscured by the car frame, and looked out. Across the short distance a man next to the driver had the window rolled down. His flashlight was aimed at the cab’s identification on the door panel. Chancellor heard him speak.

“There! That’s it!”

It was madness within madness. In his imagination that morning two men had careened through the Washinging streets after Alexander Meredith. An automobile had pulled alongside Meredith’s car; a window had been rolled down, and a voice had exclaimed:

“There!”

The man got out of his car. He jumped across the narrow space between the two vehicles, his hand thrust forward, gripping the handle of the taxi door. The traffic light changed, and Chancellor yelled at the driver.

“Go down Seventeenth! Hurry!”

The cab lurched forward, the driver only vaguely aware there was a problem he wanted none of. Behind them horns blared. Peter looked out the window. The man was still in the street—confused, angry, blocking traffic.

The taxi sped south on Seventeenth Street, past the Executive Office Building to New York Avenue and the Corcoran Gallery. A traffic light was red; the cab stopped. There were lights still on in the gallery; he had read something in the newspaper about a new exhibition from a museum in Brussels.

The traffic light was taking too long! The gray car would be beside them any moment. Peter reached into his pocket for his money clip. There were a number of singles and two ten-dollar bills. He removed them all and leaned forward.

“I want you to do something for me. I have to go inside the Corcoran Gallery, but I want you to wait for me outside the door with your motor running and roof light off. If I’m delayed more than ten minutes, forget it, you’re paid.”

The driver saw the tens and took them. “I thought your wife was sick. Who the hell was that back there? He tried to open the door—”

“It doesn’t matter,” interrupted Chancellor. “The light’s changing; please do as I say.”

“It’s your money. You got ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes,” agreed Peter. He climbed out. Above the short flight of steps the glass doors were closed; beyond them a uniformed guard stood casually beside a small desk. Chancellor walked swiftly up the steps and opened the door. The guard glanced at him but made no move to interfere.

“May I see your invitation, sir?”

“For the exhibition?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m embarrassed, officer,” said Peter quickly, reaching for his wallet. “I’m from The New York Times. I’m supposed to cover the exhibition for next Sunday’s paper. I was in a traffic accident a few minutes ago, and I can’t find …”

He hoped to God he had it in his wallet. A year ago he’d written several pieces for the Times Magazine; the editors had given him a temporary press pass.

He found it between credit cards. He held it out for the guard, his thumb covering the expiration date. His hand trembled; he wondered if the guard noticed.

“Okay, okay,” said the guard. “Take it easy. Just sign the register.”

Chancellor leaned over the desk, picked up the chained ball-point pen and scribbled his name. “Where’s the exhibition?”

“Take one of the elevators on the right to the second floor.”

He walked rapidly to the bank of elevators and pressed the buttons. He looked back at the guard; the man was paying no attention. An elevator door opened, but Peter had no intention of taking it He wanted the sound to cover his steps as he ran to an exit on the other side of the building.

There was another sound. Behind him the glass doors opened. Chancellor saw the figure of the man from the gray car. The decision was made for him. He went swiftly into the empty elevator, his hand pressing the first buttons he could reach on the panel. The door closed; the elevator started up.

He walked out into a milling crowd and the pools of light that shot down from the ceiling. Waiters in red jackets carrying silver trays mingled among the guests. Paintings and sculpture were everywhere, illuminated by spotlights. The guests were the diplomatic corps and those who traveled with that crowd, including members of the Washington press. He recognized several.

Peter stopped a waiter for champagne. He drank it quickly so he could hold the empty glass up, partially concealing his face, and look around.

“You’re Peter Chancellor! I’d know you anywhere!” The greeter was a Brunhilde, her Valkyrie helmet a flowery hat set squarely above her Wagnerian face. “When’s your new novel being published?”

“I’m not working on anything right now.”

“Why are you in Washington?”

Peter looked at the wall. “I’m partial to Flemish art.”

Brunhilde had a small spiral pad in her left hand, a pencil in her right. She wrote as she talked. “Invited by the Belgian Embassy … a connoisseur of Flemish art.”

“I didn’t say that,” protested Chancellor. “I’m not.”

Through the crowd he saw the elevator door slide open. Out walked the man who moments ago had rushed through the glass doors downstairs in the lobby.

Brunhilde was saying something; he had not been listening. “I’d much rather you were having an affair with an embassy wife. Anybody’s wife.”

“Is there a staircase up here?”

“What?”

“A staircase. An exit!” Chancellor took her elbow and maneuvered her ample body between himself and the man’s line of sight.

“I thought I recognized you!” The thin, high-pitched woman’s voice belonged to a blond-haired columnist Peter vaguely recognized. “You’re Paul Chancellor, the writer.”

“Close enough. Do you know where an exit is? I have to get downstairs in a hurry.”

“Use the elevator,” said the columnist. “Look, there’s one now.” She stepped back to gesture.

The movement attracted the man’s attention. He started toward Peter. Chancellor backed away.

The man made his way through the crowd. In the far corner of the room, beyond an hors d’oevres table, a waiter came through a swinging door. Chancellor dropped his glass and grabbed the arms of the two astonished newspaperwomen, propelling them toward the door.

The man was only yards behind them, the swinging door just beyond the table. Peter lurched to the side, still holding on to the columnists. As the man broke free of the crowd, Chancellor spun the women around and pushed them as hard as he could toward the onrushing figure. The man yelled; the obese woman’s pencil pierced his lower lip. Blood trickled from his mouth. Peter swung his hands under the wide table filled with food and two huge punch bowls and heaved it up, sending the mass of silver, glass, liquid, and food crashing to the floor.

Shouts became screams; someone blew a whistle. Chancellor raced through the swinging door into a pantry.

On the left wall he saw a red Exit sign. He grabbed a serving cart, rolling it behind him with such force a wheel came off. Bowls of salad crashed in front of the swinging door. He ran to the exit and body checked it open. He looked behind him; there was chaos at the pantry entrance and no sign of the man chasing him.

The staircase was empty. He took the steps three at a time to the landing and swung himself around by the railing.

His feet slammed to a stop, his left knee smashed into the iron post Below him, in front of the lobby door, stood the man he had last seen on Connecticut Avenue. The man who had jumped out of the car. He was not part of a novel now; he was real. As the gun in his hand was real.

The madness! The insane thought came to Peter that he must have a tape recorder in his handkerchief pocket. Involuntarily, he raised his left arm to press the cloth. To start the recorder. A nonexistent recorder! What was happening to him?

“What do you want with me? Why are you following me?” he whispered, not sure what was fact anymore.

“We just want to talk to you. Make sure you understand—”

“No!” His mind exploded. He sprang from the landing, conscious only of empty space. Somewhere deep in the sound waves of that space he heard the sickening spit of a bullet, but he was not affected; his disbelief was complete.

Suddenly his hands clamped on skin and hair. The thrust of his flying body made contact; he slammed the man’s head into the metal door.

The real man with the real gun collapsed, his hair and face covered with blood. Peter rose and stood for an instant in shock, trying to separate fantasy and reality.

He had to run. There was nothing left but running. He crashed open the door and started across the marble floor. The guard was at the entrance to the street, his hand on his holster, a walkie-talkie next to his ear.

As Peter approached, the guard spoke. “Some trouble up there, huh?”

“Yes. Couple of drunks, I think.”

“Did the two guys find you? They told me you’re with the bureau.”

Peter stopped, gripping the entrance door in his hand. “What?”

“Your backup? The other two guys. They came in right after you. They showed me their IDs. They’re with the FBI, too.”

Chancellor did not wait to hear more. The madness was now complete. The FBI! He ran down the short flight of steps, his eyes blurred, his breath gone.

“You’ve still got time on the meter, mister.”

Not eight feet away from him at the curb was the taxi. He ran to the door and got inside.

“Drive down to Ellipse road! For God’s sake, hurry! Go around to the Smithsonian Park. I’ll tell you where to let me off.”

The cab accelerated. “It’s still your money.”

Peter spun around and looked out the rear window at the Corcoran. A man came running down the steps onto the sidewalk, one hand on his face, the other holding a walkie-talkie. It was the man from the second floor reception, the man whose lip had been pierced by the obese columnist’s pencil. He had seen the taxi. Others would be waiting. Somewhere.

They entered the curve around the Ellipse. To the south was the Washington Monument, floodlights washing the alabaster needle. “Slow down,” instructed Peter, “near the edge of the grass. But don’t stop. I’m going to jump out, but I don’t want …” Peter’s voice faded; he did not know how to say it.

The driver helped him. “But you don’t want whoever might be watching my cab to see you jump, is that it?”

“Yes.”

“You in trouble?”

“Yes.”

“Is it the cops?”

“Jesus, no! It’s … personal”

“You sound okay to me. You were fair with me; I’m fair with you.” The driver slowed down. “About fifty yards ahead, at the farthest point in the curve before it swings straight, jump. Then I’ll go like a bat outta’ hell for a couple of blocks. Nobody’ll see you. Got it?”

“Yes. I’ve got it. Thanks.”

“Now!”

The cab had slowed. Chancellor opened the door and jumped over the edge of the curb, the force of his leap and the curve of the road propelling him onto the grass.

The driver held the horn down in one continuous blast. Other automobiles swung to the right, allowing the taxi to pass. The sound was the sound of emergency; someone was in trouble.

Peter watched the scene from his concealed position in the grass. One automobile did not stop or hesitate or swing to the right as the others did in front of and behind the screaming cab. It was not affected by the sound of panic. Instead, it fell in line with the taxi and raced after it.

It was the black limousine he had seen on New Hampshire Avenue.

Peter lay motionless for a moment. Tires screeched in the distance. From across the Ellipse road, in the direction of Continental Hall, another automobile was careening into the circular drive. Looking for him? He got to his feet and started running over dirt and grass.

He felt concrete beneath him; he was in the street. Buildings were in front of him, cars alongside him, driving slowly. He kept running, knowing that beyond the dark buildings and the scattered trees stood the Smithsonian.

He fell suddenly and rolled over on the pavement. Behind him he heard the unmistakable sounds of racing footsteps. They’d found him!

He scrambled to his feet, lurching forward, the overanxious sprinter jumping the gun. He kept racing where instinct directed him, and suddenly he saw it! Its parapets were silhouetted against the sky! The outlines of the Smithsonian! He ran as fast as he could across an unending lawn, jumping over low, sagging chains that bordered paths, until he stood, breathless, in front of the enormous building.

He was there, but where was Longworth?

For an instant he thought he heard sounds behind him. He turned; there was no one.

Suddenly, two tiny specks of light flashed from somewhere in the darkness, beyond the steps that led to the road in front of the entrance. They came from ground level, to the left of the statue that stood at the top of the steps. They flashed agin, as if aimed at him! He walked rapidly toward the source of the light. Nearer, nearer; thirty feet, twenty feet. He was walking toward a dark corner of the massive museum; there was shrubbery in front of the stone.

“Chancellor! Get down!”

Peter threw himself to the ground. Two flashes came from the darkness: muted pistol shots.

Behind him he heard a body fall. In the dull gray of the night he saw the gun in the slain figure’s hand. It had been aimed at him.

“Drag him back here!” It was a whispered command from the darkness.

All thought dulled, Chancellor did as he was told. He pulled the body over the grass into the shadows, and then he crawled to Alan Longworth.

The man was dying. His back was against the Smithsonian stone. In his right hand was the gun that had saved Peter’s life; his left hand held his stomach. His fingers were covered with blood.

“I haven’t got time to thank you,” said Chancellor, barely able to hear himself. “Maybe I shouldn’t. He was one of your men.”

“I haven’t got any men,” replied the blond-haired killer.

“We’ll talk about that later You’re coming with me. Now.” Angrily, Peter struggled to his feet.

“I’m not going anywhere, Chancellor. If I stay still and keep things in place, I’ve got a few minutes. Not if I move.”

There was that strange, guttural sound in Longworth’s voice again. “Then, I’ll go find someone!” said Peter, his answer now mixed with fear. He could not let Longworth die. Not now. “I’ll get an ambulance!”

“An ambulance won’t help. Take my word for it. But you have to be told. You have to understand.”

“I understand everything. A group of fanatics is trying to tear the FBI apart so that they can take control. And you’re one of them.”

“That’s not true. It goes beyond the bureau. We’re trying to stop them; I’ve tried. And now you’re the only one who can. You’re closest to the core; no one else has your advantage.”

“Why?”

Longworth seemed to ignore the question. He took a deep breath. “The missing files. Hoover’s private dossiers”

“There are no missing files!” broke in Peter, furiously. “There are only men like you and the man you just killed. You made a mistake, Longworth. He was following me, chasing me. He used his identification; he’s FBI! He’s one of you!”

Longworth stared at the body of the man he had killed. “So the maniacs found out about the files. I imagine it was unavoidable. They can be used by the one who has them. They’re the perfect foils; they’ll be blamed for everything.”

Chancellor was not listening. The only thing that mattered was to deliver Longworth to Quinn O’Brien. “I’m not interested in any more of your observations.”

“You say you love that girl,” said Longworth, breathing hard. “If you do, you’ll listen to me.”

“You bastard! You leave her out of this!”

“Her mother, her father.… It’s them. Something happened to the mother.”

Peter knelt closer. “What do you know about her mother?”

“Not enough. But you can learn. Bear with me. To begin with, my name isn’t Longworth.”

Chancellor stared in disbelief, yet he knew he was hearing the truth. Circles within circles. Reality and fantasy, but which was which? The moon came out of the gray night sky. For the first time he was able to see Longworth’s face clearly. The dying man had no eyebrows, no lashes. There was only raw scraped flesh around the sockets and blisters everywhere. He had been beaten, tortured.
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“My name is Stefan Varak. I’m a code specialist for the National Security Council, but I also perform certain functions for a group of—”

“Varak?” It took several seconds for the name to register, but when it did, the shock made Peter grow cold. “You’re the man O’Brien’s looking for!”

“Quinn O’Brien?” asked Varak, wincing in pain. “Yes. He’s the man I talked to, the one I told the story to. He’s been trying to reach you!”

“I was in no position to receive messages. You were lucky. Quinn’s one of the quickest and cleanest men over there. Trust him.” Varak coughed, pain visible in his face. “If the maniacs have surfaced, O’Brien will stop them.”

“What have you got to tell me? What do you know about MacAndrew’s wife?”

Varak held up his bloody hand. “I have to explain. As quickly as possible. You’ve got to understand.… From the beginning you were programed. Part truth, part lie. We had to get you involved, get you started, force the enemy to react, show themselves.” Varak was gripped by a spasm.

Chancellor waited till it passed; then he asked: “Part lie, part truth. Which was which?”

“I told you. The files. They disappeared.”

“There was no assassination, then?”

“Inconceivable.” Varak stared at Peter, his breath coming fast. “The men who fought Hoover were honorable. They protected Hoover’s victims by the law, not outside of it.”

“But the files were taken.”

“Yes. That part’s true. Dossiers with the letters M through Z. Remember that.” Again a spasm took hold of Varak. Peter held his shoulders; it was all he could think of to do. The shivering ran its course; Varak continued. “And now I must elaborate. I use your words.”

His words? Varak’s eyes were glazed; the accent was there once more. “My words? What do you mean?”

“In your fourth chapter—”

“My what?”

“Your manuscript.”

“You’ve read it?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s no time.… Your Nucleus. You concentrate on three people. A senator, a newspaperwoman, a cabinet member.…” Varak’s eyes lost control; his voice faded.

“What about them?” pressed Chancellor, not understanding.

“Use the files for good.…” The dying man inhaled suddenly. “You said that.”

Peter remembered. The files. In the manuscript he had given the words to the former cabinet officer. If they can be used the way Hoover uses them, they can be turned around. They can be used for good! It was the false reasoning that would lead to tragedy.

“What if I did? What are you talking about?”

“It’s what happened.…” Varak’s eyes came briefly into focus, his concentration all-consuming. “One man turned into a killer. A killer who hires killers.”

“What?”

“Five men. One of four … not Bravo. Never Bravo.…”

“What did you say? Who’s Bravo?”

“A splendid temptation. To use the files for good.”

“Splendid?… There’s nothing splendid. It’s extortion!”

“That’s the tragedy.”

Oh, Christ! His words! “What five men? What do you mean?”

“Venice you know.… Bravo, too, but not Bravo! Never Bravo!” Varak struggled with his bloodied right hand; he inched it away from the wound in his stomach to his jacket pocket. He withdrew a piece of paper, white paper soiled with blood. “One of four men. I thought it was Banner or Paris. Now I’m not sure.” He pushed the paper into Chancellor’s palm. “Code names. Venice, Christopher, Banner, Paris. It’s one of them. Not Bravo.”

“ ‘Venice’ … ‘Bravo’ … who are they?”

“The group. Your Nucleus.” Varak pulled his hand down to his wound. “One of them knows.”

“Knows what?”

“The meaning of Chasǒng. The mother.”

“MacAndrew? His wife?”

“Not him. Her! He’s the decoy.”

“Decoy? You’ve got to be clearer.”

“The slaughter. The meaning behind the slaughter of Chasǒng!”

Peter looked at the bloodstained paper in his hand. Names were written on it. “One of these men?” he asked the dying man, unsure what he meant by his own question.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You and the daughter. You! It was to throw you off. To make you think it was the answer. It isn’t.”

“What answer?”

“Chasǒng. Something beyond it.”

“Stop it! What are you saying?”

“Not Bravo.…” Varak’s eyes swam in their sockets.

“Who is Bravo? Is he one of them?”

“No. Never Bravo.”

“Varak, what happened? Why are you so certain about Chasǒng?”

“There are others who’ll help.…”

“What about Chasǒng?”

“Thirty-fifth Street. The house. They took me and taped my eyes, my face. I never saw them. They needed a hostage. They know what I’ve done.… I didn’t see them, but I heard them. They spoke a language I didn’t know, which means they knew I didn’t know it. But they used the name Chasǒng. Each time … fanatically. It has another meaning. Find what it was behind the killing at Chasǒng. It will lead you to the files.”

Varak fell forward. Chancellor grabbed him, pulling him back. “There’s got to be more!”

“There’s very little.” Varak’s whisper faded. Peter had to put his ear next to the agent’s lips to hear him. “They drove me through a town; they thought I was unconscious. I heard automobiles. I crashed through the door with the tapes on my face. They fired at me but drove away. I had to get you alone. I could not talk on the telephone. I was right. The two false numbers I gave you were called. If I had told you on the phone what I’m telling you now, you’d have been killed. Protect the girl. Find the meaning behind, the slaughter of Chasǒng.”

Chancellor felt panic swell inside him; his head was about to explode. Varak was nearly dead. He’d be gone in moments! In seconds! “You said there were others! Who can I go to? Who’ll help?”

“O’Brien,” whispered Varak. Then he stared at Peter, a strange smile on his bloodless lips. “Look to your manuscript. There’s a senator. He might have been—Go to him. He’s not afraid.”

Varak’s eyes closed. He was dead.

And Chancellor’s mind was filled with white light and thunder. The detonations shook the earth; there was no sanity left. A senator.… He had crossed a line no one should cross. He let Varak’s head fall back into the stone and slowly got to his feet, backing away, filled with a terror so personal, so absolute, he could not think.

But he could run. And so, blindly, he ran.

He was near water. The reflections of light shimmered on the surface like thousands of miniature candles flickering in an unfelt wind. How long he had been running he could not tell. As his mind began to clear, he thought for a moment he was back in New York, at dawn, within the sculptured confines of Fort Tryon, where a blond-haired man named Longworth had just saved his life.

But his name was not Longworth. It was Varak, and he was dead.

Peter closed his eyes. The void he had sought for so long swept over him. He slowly lowered himself to the ground; his knees touched the grass, and he trembled.

He heard the sound of an engine approaching. Gravel crunched beneath wheels. He opened his eyes and looked around.

A motor scooter parked, its single headlight angled diagonally down. A police officer got off. He shot the beam of his flashlight over at Peter.

“You all right, mister?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m all right.”

The officer approached. Chancellor rose unsteadily, noting that behind the beam of the light, the man’s hand had unsnapped his pistol holder. “What are you doing down here?”

“I’m—I’m not sure. To tell you the truth, I had a little too much to drink, so I went for a walk. I do that; it’s better than getting into a car.”

“It certainly is,” replied the officer. “You’re not thinking about doing anything foolish though, are you?”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Like taking a swim, not figuring to come out?”

“What?”

The officer was standing in front of him, scrutinizing him carefully. “You’re pretty messed up.”

“I fell. I told you, I had—”

“I know. Booze. Funny, I don’t smell any.”

“Vodka.”

“You depressed? Family problems? In trouble? You want to see a priest or a rabbi? Or a lawyer?”

Peter understood. “I see. You think I want to drown myself.”

“It’s happened. We’ve pulled bodies out of the Basin.”

“We’re at the Tidal Basin?” asked Chancellor.

“Southwest point.” The officer gestured to his right. “That’s Ohio Drive over there. Across the water’s the Jefferson Memorial.”

Peter looked at bis watch, at the radium dial. It was a little after nine thirty. He had lost nearly two hours; he’d drawn a blank for two hours. And there were things to do. The first was to mollify a concerned policeman. He struggled for the words.

“Look, I’m fine, officer. I really am. As a matter of fact I’ve got to get to a telephone. Is there a booth around here?”

The officer reached down and snapped his holster shut. “Over on Ohio, about a hundred yards south, maybe less. You can probably get a cab there, too. But if you’re stopped again, watch out. Other cops may be rougher than I am.”

“Thanks for the warning.” Peter smiled. “And thanks for your concern.”

“Part of the job. Take care, now.”

Chancellor nodded and started across the lawn toward Ohio Drive. Someone had tapped into his hotel phone; he could call Alison, but he could not say anything. Instead, he must reach Quinn O’Brien.

“Where the hell are you? My orders were for you to stay in that hotel! Goddamn you—”

“The maniacs tried to kill me,” broke in Chancellor quickly, remembering Varak’s description.

“The maniacs?” It was as if O’Brien had been struck. “Where did you hear that term?”

“That’s what we’re going to talk about. That and other things. I just got out of the Corcoran Gallery.”

“The Corcoran.… You were there?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, my God!” O’Brien sounded frightened.

“I’m down at—”

“Shut up!” yelled the FBI man suddenly. “Don’t say another thing! Wait a minute … stay on the line.” Peter could hear O’Brien’s breathing; the agent was thinking. “Our conversation last night. Think carefully. You told me you placed three phone calls to New York from telephone booths. You used your credit card.”

“But I—”

“I said shut up! Think. They were placed before and after the fire on Thirty-fifth Street.”

“I—”

“Listen to me! There was one call in particular—I think it was after, I’m not sure. Get to the booth you made that call from. Now, do you understand me? Don’t answer right away. Filter it.”

Peter tried to understand what O’Brien was telling him. There had not been three phone calls, there had only been one. He had called Tony Morgan before the insanity on Thirty-fifth Street. He had made no calls after.

Filter it. Eliminate. That was it! The agent referred to that one call, that one booth. “I understand,” he said.

“Good. It was after, wasn’t it? After Thirty-fifth Street.”

“Yes,” said Chancellor, knowing it was a lie.

“Somewhere on Wisconsin, I think.”

“Yes.” Again, the deception.

“Good. Get there. I’ll call every ten minutes. Pick out a phrase I’d remember from our talk and say it when you answer. Have you got that?”

“Yes.”

Peter hung up the phone and went out of the booth. He continued walking south toward the bridge lights extending over the Potomac, looking for a cab. As he walked, he tried to remember the exact location of the phone booth where he had called Morgan. It was near George Washington University.

A cab came. They found the phone booth easily. There were crowds again, and colored lights and Christmas carols coming from unseen speakers. He asked the driver to wait; the only money he had was two fifty-dollar bills from his wallet. He would need to change them, and he would need the taxi.

He knew exactly what he was going to do.

Find the meaning of Chasǒng.

He closed the door of the booth and took the phone out of its cradle, making sure his finger held the lip down. The ring barely started when he released the tab and spoke.

“ ‘I may be here for the rest of the night.… I’ll let you decide.…’ ” It was one of the first things he had said to the agent when they met.

“Good enough,” said O’Brien. “I’m ten blocks away on Twentieth Street. I may have been followed, so we can’t meet. Now, tell me what happened. Where did you hear the term maniacs?”

“Why? Is it special?”

“Don’t joke. You don’t have time.”

“I’m not joking. I’m being careful. If I see anyone paying attention to me, or see a car stop, I’m going to run. I think you’re clean, O’Brien; that’s what I was told. But I want to make sure. Now, you tell me what the term means. Who are the maniacs?”

O’Brien exhaled audibly. “Five or six special agents who worked secretly, closely with Hoover. They were in his confidence. They want the old regime back; they want to control the bureau. I implied as much to you last night Still, I didn’t use the word maniacs.”

“But they’re not part of this, are they? They don’t have the missing files.”

O’Brien fell silent, his shock evident to Peter over the phone. “You know, then?”

“Yes. You said those files were destroyed; that there was no pattern, but you lied. There is a pattern; they weren’t destroyed. Whoever has them thinks I’m close to learning who he is … who they are. It was the whole idea behind everything. I was the snare. It nearly worked, but the man who programed me was killed in his own trap. Now, you tell me what you know, and tell it straight!”

O’Brien replied calmly, his urgency controlled. “I think the maniacs do have those files. They operated with them; they had access. That’s why I couldn’t talk to you from my office; they’ve tapped my line. They had to. Now, for Christ’s sake, tell me what happened.”

“Fair enough. I found your man Varak.”

“What?”

“I knew him as Longworth.”

“Longworth? May first … the security logs! He has the files!” O’Brien involuntarily shouted into the phone.

“That doesn’t make sense!” said Peter, bewildered. “He’s dead. He threw his life away to find those files.” Chancellor told the agent everything that had happened from Varak’s phone call through Varak’s death and the dying man’s conviction that O’Brien would stop the maniacs. But he did not mention Chasǒng. For the time being, that was private.

“Varak gone,” O’Brien said softly. “I can’t believe it He was one of the ones we counted on. There aren’t many left.”

“The guy from CIA—we knew each other. He said a number of you people work together. All over Washington. That you had to.”

“We do. The hell of it is, there’s no one to go to for legal advice. There’s not an A.G. at Justice I’d trust.”

“There may be someone. A senator. Varak told me. But not yet. Not now.… You’re good at giving orders, O’Brien. How are you at taking them?”

“Not good. They have to make sense.”

“Are those files sense enough?”

“A stupid question.”

“Then, do two things for me. Get Alison MacAndrew out of the Hay-Adams, stay with her, and take her someplace where shell be safe. They want me. They’ll use her to get me.”

“All right, I can do that. What’s the other?”

“I need the address of a major named Pablo Ramirez. He’s stationed at the Pentagon.”

“Wait a minute.”

Suddenly Peter was alarmed. Over the telephone he could hear the rustling of paper. Paper! He put his hand up to the cradle of the telephone, about to break the connection and run. “O’Brien! I thought you said you were ten blocks away. In a phone booth!”

“I am. I’m looking in the phone book.”

“Oh, Christ.…” Chancellor swallowed.

“Here it is. Ramirez, P. He lives in Bethesda.” The agent read the address; Peter memorized it “Is that all?”

“No. I’m going to want to see Alison later tonight, or in the morning. How do I find out where you are, where you’ve taken her? Do you have any ideas?”

Silence. Five seconds later O’Brien spoke. “Do you know Quantico?”

“The marine base?”

“Yes, but not the camp. There’s a motel on the bay. It’s called the Pines. I’ll take her there.”

“I’ll rent a car.”

“Don’t do that Rental agencies are too easily covered. There’s a machine that can scan every one in the city. They’d pick you up. That goes for cab companies, too; no one withholds destinations. They’d know where you went.”

“What the hell am I going to do? Walk?”

“There are trains to Quantico every hour or so. That’s your best bet.”

“All right. I’ll see you later.”

“Wait a minute.” O’Brien’s tone was urgent, but again controlled. “You’re holding back again, Chancellor. It’s MacAndrew.”

Peter’s head snapped back; he stared at the crowds through the glass booth. “You’re making assumptions.”

“You’re making a fool of yourself. It doesn’t take any powers of deduction. Ramirez works at the Pentagon; so did MacAndrew.”

“Don’t push it, O’Brien. Please.”

“Why shouldn’t I? You haven’t told me the most important thing Varak said: why he had to see you.”

“I did. He explained his strategy. How I was programed.”

“He wouldn’t waste his time, not when he was dying. He learned something, and he told you what it was.”

Chancellor shook his head; perspiration rolled down his brow. O’Brien could not be told the significance of Chasǒng—until Peter found out what it was. For the deeper he went, the more Peter was convinced that Alison’s survival was at stake.

“Give me till tomorrow morning,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because I love her.”

Paul Bromley stared into the cracked mirror on top of the dresser with knobs missing from the middle drawers. What he saw saddened him: the pallid face of a sick old man. The stubble of his gray beard was obvious; he had not shaved in over forty-eight hours. The wide space between the dirty starched collar and his throat was further evidence of his illness. He had very little time left. But it would be enough. It had to be.

He turned away from the mirror and walked over to the bed. The spread was filthy. His eyes swept over the walls and ceiling. There were cracks everywhere and peeling paint.

They thought they had him trapped, but their arrogance was misplaced. He was owed favors. A lifetime in Washington overseeing vast expenditures left many people in his debt. Everything was a trade-off: You can do this if you give me that. Most of the time it worked very well. By and large, he was proud of his Washington record; he had done many fine things.

He had done several things he was not very proud of, too. One in particular for a scoundrel who had provided him with the data he needed to go after the thieves at Defense. That was the debt he was going to call in. If the man refused, a phone call would be made to the Washington Post. The man would not refuse.

Bromley picked up his jacket from the bed, put it on, and went out the door into the filthy hallway, then down a flight of steps to the lobby. The FBI agent who had been assigned to him stood awkwardly in the corner, a clean-cut manikin amongst the human debris. At least the man did not have to wait in the upstairs hallway. The hotel’s only exit was its front door—testimony to the trust placed in its clientele.

Bromley walked to the pay telephone on the wall, inserted the coin, and dialed.

“Hello?” The voice was nasal and unattractive.

“This is Paul Bromley.”

“Who?”

“Three years ago. Detroit. The project”

There was a pause before the voice replied. “What do you want?”

“What I’m owed. Unless you’d rather I call friends at the Post. They almost got you three years ago. They could do it now. I’ve also prepared a letter. It will be mailed if I don’t return home.”

Again there was a pause. “Spell it out.”

“You send a car for me. I’ll tell you where. And when you do, send one of your thugs with it There’s a federal man here watching me. I want him temporarily sidetracked. It’s the sort of thing you do very well.”

Bromley waited on the sidewalk outside the Hay-Adams. He would wait all night if need be. And when daylight came, he could hide in the church doorway across the avenue. Sooner or later Chancellor would emerge. When he did, Bromley would kill him.

The gun in his pocket had cost him five hundred dollars. He doubted it was worth more than twenty. But he had only asked his Detroit contact for help, not for charity.

Bromley kept raising his eyes to the right front windows on the fifth floor of the hotel. They were Chancellor’s rooms. Expensive rooms. Last night he had asked a then-unsuspecting switchboard operator the number of the suite before he had called the writer. The despicable novelist lived well.

He would not live long.

Bromley heard the sound of a car racing south on Sixteenth Street. It pulled into the hotel driveway. A red-haired man got out, spoke to the doorman, and went inside the lobby.

The accountant recognized the unmarked automobile. He had routinely approved scores of such purchases whenever the rubber stamp was requested. It was the FBI; without doubt, it had come for Chancellor!

Bromley went back across the street and walked up the driveway, staying in the shadows by the wall of the building, to the right of the entrance next to the FBI car. The doorman had walked down the path to whistle for a cab. A couple followed him to the curb, since the driveway was blocked.

Everything was perfect! Chancellor would die!

Moments later a woman came out with the red-haired man. But there was no Chancellor!

He had to be there!

“Are you sure?” the woman asked, concerned.

“He’ll take the train down later tonight,” said the red-haired man. “Or in the morning. Don’t worry.”

A train.

Bromley pulled up the collar of his overcoat and began the long walk to Union Station.
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In a taxi headed for Ramirez’s house, Peter took out the page of bloodstained paper with the dead Varak’s handwriting on it. Once again he was awed by the names. Awed and frightened, for they were extraordinary men—each renowned, each brilliant, each immensely powerful. And one of them had Hoover’s files.

For God’s sake, why? Peter looked at each name; each evoked an image.

The lean, sharp-featured Frederick Wells—code name: Banner. University president, dispenser of millions through the huge Roxton Foundation, one of the brightest architects of the Kennedy years. A man who was known never to compromise on principle, even when his stand incurred the wrath of all Washington.

Daniel Sutherland—Venice—perhaps the most honored black in the country. Honored not only for his accomplishments, but for the wisdom of his judicial decisions. Peter had felt the judge’s compassion in his brief half-hour conversation with him months ago. It was in his eyes.

Jacob Dreyfus—Christopher. Dreyfus’s face was less clear than the others in Peter’s mind. The banker shunned public attention, but he could never be ignored by the financial community, which meant the financial press. His influence often formed the basis of national monetary policy; the Federal Reserve rarely made decisions without consulting him. His charity was known throughout the world, his generosity limitless.

Carlos Montelán—Paris—was the tutor of presidents, a force at the Department of State, an academic giant whose analyses of global politics were discriminating and audacious. Montelán was a naturalized American; his family was Spanish, intellectual Castilians who had fought a compromising church and Franco alike. He was an archenemy of oppression in any form.

One of these four exceptional men had betrayed the beliefs he professed to hold. Was it Varak’s “splendid temptation?” The commission of dreadful acts for an idealistic reason? It was impossible to accept. From lesser men perhaps. Not these.

Unless one of the four was not what he appeared to be. And that was the most frightening thing of all. That a man could be raised to such height concealing such fundamental corruption.

Chasǒng.

Varak knew he was dying, and so he had selected his words carefully. He had at first narrowed his options down to Wells and Montelán—Banner and Paris—and then reversed himself and expanded the possibilties to include Sutherland and Dreyfus—Venice and Christopher. His change of mind had been related to a language he did not know and the fanatic repetition of the name Chasǒng. But why these? What had led Varak to single out an unfamiliar language and a repeated cry? What had been his reasoning? He had not had time to explain.

The meaning behind the slaughter of Chasǒng. The slaughter! Peter remembered Ramirez’s expression of cold loathing at MacAndrew’s burial. Ramirez hated MacAn-drew. But was it connected to Chasǒng? Or just the passions of jealousy that found no comfort in a rival’s death? That was possible, but there was something too specific in Ramirez’s eyes.

He would know soon; the taxi had crossed into Bethesda. And if the connection was there, to which of the four extraordinary men would Chasǒng lead? And how?

Peter folded Varak’s scrap of paper and shoved it into his jacket pocket. There was a fifth man, unidentified—code name: Bravo. Who was he? And had Varak mistakenly protected him? Could the unknown Bravo have the files? Suddenly Peter remembered something else. Venice you know.… Bravo, too.… How would he know such a man, Peter wondered. Who was Bravo?

There were too many questions, too few answers. Only one stood out: Alison MacAndrew. She was his answer to so much.

The house was small and made of brick. The neighborhood was one of those middle-class developments that had proliferated in the Washington area—plots of equal size, frontages identical. Chancellor told the driver the truth: He had no idea how long he’d be. He did not even know if Ramirez was home. Or if he was married, or had children. It was possible he had made the trip to Bethesda for nothing, but if he had called first, Major Ramirez doubtless would have refused to see him.

The door opened. To Peter’s relief Pablo Ramirez stood in the frame, his expression quizzical. “Major Ramirez?” “Yes. Have we met?” “No, but we were both at Arlington Cemetery the other morning. My name’s”

“You were with the girl,” interrupted the major. “His daughter. You’re the writer.”

“Yes. My name’s Peter Chancellor. I’d like to talk with you.”

“What about?” “MacAndrew.” Ramirez paused before replying, studying Peter’s face. He spoke quietly, with the slightest trace of an accent, but to Chancellor’s surprise there was no hostility in his voice. “I really haven’t anything to say about the general. He’s dead. Leave him in peace.”

“That wasn’t what you had in mind at the burial. If the dead could be killed twice, your looks would have done just that.”

“I apologize.”

“Is that all you’ll say?”

“I believe it’s sufficient. Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

Ramirez stepped back, his hand on the doorknob. Peter spoke quickly.

“Chasǒng. The slaughter at Chasǒng.”

The major stopped, his body rigid. The connection was there. “That goes back a long time. The ‘slaughter,’ as you call it, was thoroughly investigated by the Inspector General. The heavy losses were attributed to unexpected and overwhelming Chincom firepower.”

“And perhaps overzealousness in command,” added Peter swiftly. “For instance, in the command of Mac the Knife, killer of Chasǒng.”

The major remained immobile, his eyes clouded in that odd, noncommittal way peculiar to the military.

“I think you’d better come inside, Mr. Chancellor.”

Peter had a sense of déjà vu. Once again he had stepped up to a stranger’s door—that stranger an Army officer—and demanded an audience through the use of information he was not supposed to have. There was even a similarity between Ramirez’s and MacAndrew’s studies. The walls were lined with photographs and mementos of a career. Chancellor glanced at the open study door, his mind wandering back for a moment to the isolated house in the countryside. Ramirez misinterpreted his look.

“There’s no one else here,” he said curtly—as curtly as MacAndrew had spoken months before. “I’m a bachelor.”

“I didn’t know that I know very little about you, Major. Except that you went to West Point around the same time MacAndrew did. Also that you served with him in North Africa and later in Korea.”

“I’m sure you’ve learned other things. You couldn’t know even that much without having been told more.”

“Such as?”

Ramirez sat down in the armchair opposite Peter. “That I’m discontented, if not a certified malcontent. A troublemaker from Puerto Rico who feels he’s been passed over because of his race.”

“I heard a tasteless Navy joke I didn’t like.” “Oh, the fleet cocktail party? The one where they put a busboy’s jacket on me?” A mechanical smile appeared on the major’s face. Chancellor nodded. “That’s not bad. I made that one up myself.” “What?”

“I work in a very specialized, extremely sensitive department of the Pentagon. But it has nothing to do with orthodox intelligence. For lack of a better phrase, we call it minority relations.”

“Major, what are you saying?…” “I’m not a major. My permanent rank is brigadier general. I will undoubtedly receive my second star in June. You see, a major—especially one of my age—can go into many areas and have better communication with the men than can a colonel or a general.”

“You have to go to those extremes?” asked Peter. “Today’s military faces an extraordinary problem. Nobody likes to put it into words, but no one can bury it, either. The ranks are being filled with unemployables, the outcasts. Do you know what can be the result when that happens?”

“Sure. The quality of the services diminishes.” “That’s the first stage. We get the My Lais, and we get spaced-out troops trading in narcotics like C-rations. Then there’s another step, and it’s not far down the road. By simple attrition, the lack of quality recruitment, and a superiority of numbers, the quality of leadership deteriorates. Historically, that’s frightening. Forget Genghis Khan and even the later-day Cossacks; their environments were barbarian. There’s a more recent example. The criminals took over the German army, and the Nazi Wehrmacht was the result. Do you begin to understand?”

Peter shook his head slowly. The soldier’s evaluations seemed exaggerated; there were too many controls. “I can’t buy some kind of black terrorist junta.”

“Neither can we. Statistics—base demographics, actually—confirm what we’ve suspected for a long time. The average black drawn to the military is more highly and properly motivated than his white counterpart. Those that aren’t motivated run with the wild packs anyway. It’s a very democratic filtering system: Garbage attracts garbage. And they are minorities: Spanish Harlem, Slovak Chicago, Chicano Los Angeles. The words are unemployment, poverty, and ignorance.”

“And you’re the Army’s solution?”

“I’m a beginning. We try to reach them, upgrade them, make them better than they are. Educational programs, lessening of resentments, instilling self-respect. All the concepts the liberals think we’re incapable of practicing.”

There was something missing, something that did not make sense. “This is all very enlightening,” Peter said, “but what’s it got to do with General MacAndrew? With what I saw at Arlington?”

“What’s your reason for going back to Chasǒng?” countered the brigadier.

Peter looked away, at the photographs and decorations that were so reminiscent of MacAndrew’s study. “I won’t tell you how, but the name Chasǒng came up after MacAndrew resigned. I think it had something to do with his resignation.”

“Highly unlikely.”

“Then I saw you at Arlington,” continued Chancellor, ignoring Ramirez’s comment. “I’m not sure why, but I thought there might be a connection. I was right; there was. A few minutes ago you were closing the door in my face; I mention Chasǒng and you ask me in.”

“I was curious,” said the soldier. “It was a highly inflammatory issue.”

“But before we talk about it,” said Peter, again ignoring the interruption, “you make damned sure I hear about this sensitive department you work in. You’re preparing me for something. What is it? Why did you hate MacAndrew?”

“All right.” The brigadier shifted his position in the chair. Peter knew he was stalling, allowing himself a brief moment to consider how much to hide. Part truth, part lie. Peter had described many characters doing the same thing. “We all funtion best in those areas we feel deeply about Although I’m no malcontent, I am discontented. I have been, throughout my career. I’ve been an angry man. And in many ways MacAndrew represented the reason for my anger. He was an elitist, a racist. Strangely enough, he was a fine commander because he truly believed he was superior and thought of everyone else as inferior. All the faults of middle command were the result of inferior human beings given responsibilties beyond their capabilities. He would study roster sheets and equate last names with ethnic origins; too often those associations formed the basis of his decisions.”

Ramirez stopped. Peter remained silent for a moment, too disturbed to speak. The soldier’s explanation had both the ring of truth and the ring of falsehood to it. It was part truth, part lie. “You knew him very well, then,” he finally said.

“Well enough to understand the insidiousness.”

“Did you know his wife?”

There it was again. The rigidity in Ramirez’s bearing. It passed as rapidly as it appeared.

“She was a sad case. Unfortunate, unstable. A vacuous woman with too many servants, too little to do, and too much to drink. She went off the deep end.”

“I didn’t know she was an alcoholic.”

“Terms are unimportant.”

“Was there an accident? A near drowning?”

“She was involved in a number of ‘accidents.’ A few rather unsavory, I understand. But in my opinion the larger accident was inactivity. I really know very little about her.”

Again Peter sensed the lie in Ramirez’s words. This major-brigadier knew a great deal about Alison’s mother, but he was determined to say nothing. So be it, Chancellor thought. Not him. Her! He’s the decoy. Varak’s words. “There’s nothing more?” Peter asked.

“No. Now, I’ve been honest with you. What have you heard about Chasǒng?”

“That there was an unnecessary slaughter and maiming of thousands of men.”

“Chasǒng is only one of many battles represented in scores of veterans’ hospitals. To repeat, it was investigated.”

Chancellor sat forward. “Okay, General, I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think it was investigated anywhere near thoroughly enough. Or if it was, the results were shoved under a rug so fast the dust flew. There are a lot of things I don’t know, but the picture’s getting clearer. You hated MacAndrew; you freeze at the name Chasǒng; you give me a sermon, saying what a great guy you are; and then you freeze again when MacAndrew’s wife is mentioned, telling me that you don’t know much about her. A lie—you’re filled with lies and evasions. I’ll tell you what I think. I think Chasǒng is tied in with MacAndrew, his resignation, his murder, a gap in his service record, and missing files from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. And somewhere in this mess is MacAndrew’s wife. How much more there is, I haven’t the vaguest idea, but you’d better tell me. Because I’m going to find out. There’s a woman involved, and I love her, and I won’t let any of you go on any longer. Cut the bullshit, Ramirez! Tell me the truth!”

The brigadier reacted as though suddenly pinned down by gunfire. His body tensed; his whisper was strained. “The gap in his service record. How did you know? You didn’t mention it. You had no right—You tricked me.” He began to shout. “You had no right to do that! You can’t understand! We did. We tried!”

“What happened at Chasǒng?”

Ramirez closed his eyes. “Only what you think. The slaughter was unnecessary. The command decisions faulty.… It was so long ago. Let it be!”

Chancellor got up from the chair and looked down at the brigadier. “No. Because I’m beginning to understand. I think Chasǒng was the biggest military cover-up in this country’s history. And somewhere, somehow, it’s in those files. I think after all these years, MacAndrew couldn’t live with it anymore. At long last he was going to talk about it. So you all got together and went after him because you couldn’t live with that!”

Ramirez opened his eyes. “That’s not true. For God’s sake, leave it alone!”

“Not true?” said Peter quietly. “I’m not sure you’d know the truth. You’re so guilty, you’re running standing still. Your righteousness is very suspect, General. I liked you better at Arlington; your anger was genuine then. You’re hiding something—maybe from yourself, I don’t know. But I know I’m going to find out what Chasǒng means.”

“Then, may God have mercy on your soul,” whispered Brigadier General Pablo Ramirez.

Chancellor hurried through Union Station toward the Amtrak gate. It was past two in the morning; the cavernous domed enclosure was nearly deserted. There was a scattering of old men slumped on the long benches, gathering warmth, escaping the December chill of the Washington night. One old man seemed to sit up and take notice as Peter rushed past toward the gate. A lonely dream of what never could be had been disturbed, perhaps.

He had to hurry. The train to Quantico was the last until six. He wanted to reach Alison; he had to talk with her, make her remember. Too, he also had to sleep; there was so much to do that to go on without rest would diminish whatever capabilities he had left. A plan was coming into focus. The beginnings of it were found in Ramirez’s offhand remark: Chasǒng … is represented in scores of veterans’ hospitals.

Peter walked to the center of a deserted car and slid into the seat by the window, noting his reflection in the spotted glass. Although the image was dark and filmy, there was no mistaking the haggard, drawn expression on his face. From somewhere outside on the platform a mechanical voice blared through a loudspeaker. Chancellor closed his eyes and sank into weariness as the wheels gathered speed, the rhythm quickly hypnotic.

He heard muted footsteps behind him in the aisle, heard them over the sounds of rolling metal against metal. He presumed it was the conductor, so he kept his eyes shut, expecting to be asked for his ticket.

No request came. The footsteps had stopped. Peter opened his eyes and turned in the seat.

It all happened so fast. The sick, pale, maniacal face behind him, the muffled report, the explosion of fabric beside him.

The seat had been blown apart! The man not three feet away had tried to kill him! Chancellor spun out of the seat, his body arcing in the air, his hands lunging downward for the bony white fingers that held the weapon. The old man tried to get up, tried to force the barrel of the gun into Peter’s stomach. Chancellor crashed the thin wrist against the metal arm of the seat; the weapon fell into the aisle, and Peter spun again, throwing himself between the seats, covering the gun, reaching under his body until it was in his grasp. He lurched to his feet; the old man started to run toward the end of the car. Chancellor sprang after him, grabbing him with one hand. He forced him to stop, pressing him against the rim of an aisle seat.

“Bromley!”

“Child killer!”

“You’re a goddamned lunatic!” Peter turned, pinning Bromley fiercely against the seat in the deserted car. Where was the conductor? The conductor could stop the train and summon the police! Then Chancellor balked; did he want the police?

“How could he have done it?” The old man was whimpering, the words spoken bitterly between his tears. “How could he have told you?”

“What are you talking about!?”

“Only one man knew. St. Claire … Munro St. Claire. I thought he had such greatness, such honor.” Bromley broke down and wept uncontrollably.

Peter released him, unable to control his own shock. Munro St. Claire. A name out of the past, but always a part of the present The man responsible for all that had happened since the days of rejection and indecision at Park Forest.

All?

Oh, my God.…

Venice you know.… Bravo, too but not Bravo! Never Bravo! Stefan Varak.

Such greatness, such honor. Paul Bromley.

The fifth man. Bravo.

Munro St. Claire.

Clouds swirled in Chancellor’s mind; the pain returned to his temples. He watched, helpless, unable to move, unable to stop him, as the old man rushed to the metal door between the cars and pulled it back. And then there was the crash of another door and a terrible rush of wind above the amplified sounds of the wheels hammering against the tracks below.

There was a scream of anguish, or of courage—whatever, it was of death. Bromley had hurled himself into the night.

And there was no peace for Peter Chancellor.

Munro St. Claire.

Bravo.
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The Quantico cab turned off the bay highway and drove through the stone gateposts of the Pines Motel and Restaurant It was isolated from any other structure in that section of the bay area. There were no buildings on either side—only tall brick walls—and the motel itself appeared to be directly on the water.

Peter got out and paid the driver in the bright light of the motel’s entrance. There were floodlights everywhere. The cab sped away; Chancellor turned and started toward the large colonial doors.

“Stop where you are! Don’t move your hands!”

Chancellor froze; the biting commands had come from the darkness beyond the floodlights, to the left of the entranceway.

“What do you want?”

“Turn this way,” ordered the man in shadows. “Slowly! It is you. I wasn’t sure.”

“Who are you?”

“Not one of the maniacs. Go on inside and ask for Mr. Morgan.”

“Morgan?”

“Mr. Anthony Morgan. You’ll be taken to the room.”

The insanity again. Anthony Morgan! Numbly, he followed the incomprehensible instructions and walked into the lobby. He approached the front desk; a tall, muscular clerk sprang to attention behind the counter. Bewildered, Chancellor asked for Mr. Anthony Morgan.

The clerk nodded. There was more than intelligence behind the man’s clear eyes; there was conspiracy. He tapped a bell on the counter. Seconds later a uniformed bellhop arrived; he, too, was tall and powerfully built.

“Take this gentleman to room seven, please.”

Peter followed the uniformed man down a carpeted hallway. A window at the far end of the corridor overlooked the waters of the bay. Chancellor thought he saw iron grillwork beyond the glass. They reached a door with the number seven on it; the bellhop rapped lightly.

“Yes?” said the voice behind the door.

“Needle one,” said the tall bellhop softly.

“Tour,” replied the voice behind the door.

“Eleven.”

“Thirteen.”

“Ten.”

“Terminate,” said the unseen man. A bolt slid back; the door opened. O’Brien was silhouetted in the dim light of a comfortable sitting room. He nodded to the bellhop and motioned Chancellor inside. Peter saw him put a pistol back in its holster.

“Where is she?” Peter asked instantly.

“Shhh.” The FBI man closed the door, a finger against his lips. “She dozed off about twenty minutes ago. She hasn’t been able to sleep; she’s worried sick.”

“Where is she?”

“In the bedroom. Don’t worry, there’s a set of electronically tripped windows on the water side, with grill-work and bulletproof glass. No one can touch her. Let her be; we’ll talk.”

“I want to see her!”

O’Brien nodded. “Sure. Go ahead. Just be quiet.”

Chancellor opened the door a crack. A lamp was on. Alison lay on the bed, a blanket draped over her. Her head was angled back; her strong, lovely face caught the light. She was breathing deeply. She’d been asleep for twenty minutes. He would let her rest only a little while longer. What he had to do would be best done when Alison was close to exhaustion.

He closed the door. “There’s a breakfast alcove back here,” O’Brien said.

The sitting room was larger than Peter realized. At the east end, beyond a slatted room divider, was a round table by a window overlooking the water. Peter could now clearly see the grillwork behind the glass. The area contained a small kitchenette. There was coffee on the stove; O’Brien took two cups from a shelf and poured.

Peter sat down. “Not exactly a regular motel, is it?”

O’Brien smiled. “It’s a good restaurant, though. Very popular with the social set.”

“A proprietary? CIA?”

“Yes to the first. No to the second. It belongs to Naval Intelligence.”

“Those men outside. The clerk, the bellboy. Who are they?”

“Varak told you. There aren’t many of us, but we know who we are. We help each other.” O’Brien drank from his cup. “Sorry to throw you with Morgan’s name. I had a reason.” “What was it?”

“You and the girl will be out of here in the morning, but Morgan will still be registered. If anyone picks up your trail and it leads them here, the name Morgan in the registry will mean something. They’ll come to room seven. We’ll know who they are.”

“I thought you knew who the maniacs were.” Peter drank his coffee, watching O’Brien carefully.

“Only some of them,” replied the agent. “You ready to talk?”

“In a minute.” The pain in his head was subsiding, but it was not gone. He needed a few moments; he wanted to think clearly. “Thanks for taking care of her.”

“You’re welcome. I have a niece about her age—my brother’s daughter. They’re very much alike. Strong, good faces. Not just pretty, you know?”

“I know.” The pain was nearly gone. “What were all those numbers about at the door?”

The FBI man smiled. “Corny but effective. Not much different from what you read in spy novels: progressions and timing, mainly. That’s what you writers don’t seem to know about.”

“What are they?”

“A basic code with a number. As the respondent I add a number, and the contact is trained to associate that number with another figure—plus or minus. He has to reply pretty damned quickly.”

“What happens if he doesn’t?”

“You saw my gun out. I’ve never used it that way, but I wouldn’t have hesitated. I would have shot him through the door.”

Chancellor put the coffee cup down on the table. “We’ll talk now.”

“Good. What happened?”

“Bromley followed me on the train. He tried to kill me. I was lucky, but he wasn’t. He ran from me and threw himself off the train.”

“Bromley? It’s impossible!”

Peter reached into his pocket and pulled out the revolver he had recovered on the train. “This was fired through a seat in the middle of the third or fourth car on the two o’clock train from Washington. I didn’t fire it.”

O’Brien got out of the chair and walked to a telephone in the alcove. He spoke as he dialed. “The man we placed with Bromley was on official assignment. We can check him out right away.” The agent became the executive. “Security. Surveillance, D.C. area, Duty Officer O’Brien … Yes, Chet, it’s me. Thanks. Clear me, please.… This is O’Brien. There’s a special agent covering a subject named Bromley. The Olympic Hotel, downtown area. Raise him, please. Right away.” O’Brien held his hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Chancellor. “Did you go back to the hotel? Did you tell anybody—Ramirez, anyone—that you were taking the train?”

“No.”

“Taxi drivers?”

“I’ve taken one cab since nine thirty. He drove me to Bethesda and waited for me. He didn’t know I would be going back to Union Station.”

“Jesus, it doesn’t—Yes, yes, what is it? You can’t?” The agent’s eyes squinted as he spoke into the phone. “There’s no response at all? Send a backup squad down to the Olympic immediately. Get clearance from the D.C. police, and let them help. That man may be in trouble. I’ll check with you later.” O’Brien hung up; he was bewildered and showed it.

“What do you think happened?” asked Peter.

“I don’t know. Only two people knew. The girl and myself.” The agent stared at Chancellor.

“Now wait a minute. If you’re—”

“I’m not,” broke in O’Brien. “She’s been with me every moment. She hasn’t used the telephone; she’d have had to go through the switchboard here.”

“What about the men outside? The ones who are so good with progressions.”

“No way. I waited until the last train before I told anyone you might show up. And even then I never mentioned your means of travel. Don’t mistake me, I’d trust them with our lives. It was just easier, less responsibility spread around.” The agent walked slowly back to the table; then he suddenly brought his hand to his forehead. “Mother of Christ, it could have been me! Outside the Hay-Adams, when we were getting into the car. She was upset; I told her then. He could have been waiting in the drive by the wall. In the shadows.”

“What are you talking about?”

O’Brien sat down in weary disgust. “Bromley knew where you were; he could have been waiting for you outside the hotel, hoping to get you in close range. If he was, he could have overheard me. I think I have to apologize for nearly getting you killed.”

“That’s an apology I find hard to accept.”

“I don’t blame you. What about this Ramirez? Why did you go see him?”

The transition from Bromley to Ramirez was too rapid for Peter. It took him several moments to clear the image of the sick old man from his mind. But he had made his decision. He would tell the FBI man everything. He reached into his pocket and withdrew the bloodstained scrap of paper with the names written on it.

“Varak was right. He said the key was Chasǒng?”

“That’s what you held back on the phone, wasn’t it?” O’Brien asked. “Because of MacAndrew and his daughter. Ramirez was at Chasǒng?”

Chancellor nodded. “I’m sure of it. They’re all hiding something. I think it’s a massive cover-up. Even after twenty-two years they’re frightened out of their minds. But that’s only the beginning. Whatever’s behind Chasǒng will lead to one of these four men.” Chancellor handed O’Brien the scrap of paper. “Whoever he is, he has Hoover’s private files.”

The agent read the names; the blood drained from his face. “My God! Have you any idea who these people are?”

“Of course. There’s a fifth man, but Varak didn’t want him identified. He thought a great deal of him and didn’t want him hurt. Varak was convinced the fifth man was used, that he was not involved.”

“I wonder who he is.”

“I know who he is.”

“You’re full of surprises.”

“I found out through Bromley, but he didn’t know he told me. You see, I knew the man. Years ago. He resolved a personal quandry I was in. I owe him a great deal. If you insist, I’ll give you his name, but I’d rather see him first myself.”

O’Brien considered. “All right. Fair enough. But only if you’ll let me have a support option.”

“Speak English.”

“Write out the name and give it to an attorney who will hand it over to me after a reasonably short period of time”

“Why?”

“In case this fifth man kills you.”

Chancellor studied the agent’s eyes. O’Brien meant precisely what he said. “Fair enough.”

“Let’s talk about Ramirez. Tell me everything he said; describe every reaction you recall. What was his relationship to MacAndrew? To Chasǒng? How did you know it? What took you to him in the first place?”

“Something I saw at Arlington Cemetery and something Varak said. I put the two together; call it an educated guess … or perhaps it fit something I might have written. I don’t know. I just didn’t think I could be too far wrong. I wasn’t.”

It took Chancellor less than ten minutes to tell it all. During his narrative Peter could see Quinn O’Brien making mental notes, just as he had done the night before in Washington. “Let’s leave Ramirez on a burner and go back to Varak for a minute. He built his connection between Chasong and one of those four men on the list because specific information was leaked that couldn’t have come from any other source but one of them. Is that right?”

“Yes. He worked for them. He fed them the information.”

“And the fact that a language was spoken that he didn’t know.”

“Apparently he knew several.”

“Six or seven, I imagine,” agreed O’Brien.

“His point was that the men who took him at the Thirty-fifth Street house had to know he wouldn’t be able to understand what they said. They had to know him. Again, one of those four men. They all knew him, knew his background.”

“Another link in the connection. Could he at least identify the root of the language? Like Oriental or Middle Eastern?”

“He didn’t say. He only said that when the name Chasǒng was used, it was spoken fanatically, repeated fanatically.”

“What he might have meant was that Chasǒng has become a kind of cult.”

“A cult?”

“Let’s go back to Ramirez. He confirmed the slaughter, admitted the command foul-up?”

“Yes.”

“But he’d already told you Chasǒng was investigated by the Inspector General, that the losses were attributed to unexpected enemy forces who were superior in numbers and firepower.”

“He was lying.”

“About the I.G. investigation? I doubt that.” O’Brien got up and poured more coffee.

“About the findings, then,” said Peter.

“I doubt that, too. You could research them too easily.”

“What are you driving it?”

“The sequence. I’m a lawyer, remember?” The agent put the pot back on the stove and returned to the table. “Ramirez told you about the I.G. investigation without any hesitation. He just assumed you’d accept the findings if you checked them out. Then moments later he reverses himself. He’s suddenly not sure you’re going to accept them; and that concerns him. He actually pleads with you to leave it alone. You had to give him a reason to change his mind. It had to be something you said.”

“I accused him. I told him it was a cover-up.”

“But accused him of what? What were they covering up? You didn’t say because you don’t know. Hell, charges like that are the reason the I.G. steps in to begin with. He wasn’t afraid of those. It was something else. Think.”

Chancellor tried. “I told him he hated MacAndrew; that he froze at the name Chasǒng, that it was tied in with MacAndrew’s resignation, with a gap in his service record, with the missing files. That he—Ramirez, I mean—was filled with lies and evasions. That he and the others had gotten together because they were frightened to death—”

“Of Chasǒng,” completed Quinn O’Brien. “Now go back. What specifically did you say about Chasǒng?”

“That it involved MacAndrew! It was why he resigned, because he was going to expose it. That the information, the cover-up, was in the missing FBI files. It was why he was murdered.”

“That’s everything? That’s everything you said?”

“Christ, I’m trying.”

“Calm down.” He put his hand on Peter’s arm. “Sometimes the most relevant evidence is right in front of us and we don’t see it. We dig so hard for details, we miss the obvious.”

The obvious. Words—it was always words. The uncanny way they could provoke a thought, give rise to an image, prod a memory—the memory of a brief flash of recognition in a frightened general’s eyes. Of a dying man’s statement: Not him. Her! He’s the decoy. Peter looked through the thin, delicately woven slats of the room divider. His eyes were focused on the door of Alison’s room. He turned to O’Brien.

“Oh God, that’s it,” he said quietly.

“What?”

“MacAndrew’s wife.”
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Senior Agent Carroll Quinlan O’Brien agreed to leave. He understood. Things were going to be said behind that door that were terribly private.

Also, he had work to do. There were four celebrated men to learn about and a remote stretch of hills in Korea that two decades ago had been a killing ground. Wheels had to start turning, knowledge had to be unearthed.

Peter entered the bedroom, unsure of how he would begin, sure only that he had to. At the sound Alison stirred, moving her head from one side to the other. She opened her eyes as if startled, and for an instant she stared at the ceiling.

“Hello,” said Chancellor gently.

Alison gasped and sat up. “Peter! You’re here!”

He walked swiftly to the bed and sat on the edge, embracing her. “Everything’s all right,” he said, and then he thought of her father and mother. How many times had Alison heard her father say those words to the madwoman who was her mother?

“I was frightened.” Alison held his face with both her hands. Her wide brown eyes searched his for evidence of pain. Her whole face was alive and concerned. She was the most intensely beautiful woman he had ever known, and much of that beauty came from within her.

“There’s nothing to be frightened about,” he said, knowing the lie was preposterous, sensing she knew it, too. “It’s almost over. I’ve just got to ask you some questions.”

“Questions?” Slowly she took her hands from his face.

“About your mother.”

Alison blinked. For a moment he felt her resentment. It was always there when her mother was mentioned.

“I’ve told you what I can. She became ill when I was very young.”

“Yet she remained in the same house with you. You had to know her even in her illness.”

Alison leaned against the headboard. She was not relaxing, however; she was wary, as if afraid of the conversation. “That’s not entirely right. There was always someone caring for her, and I learned early to keep my distance. And there were the boarding schools from the time I was ten. Whenever my father was sent to a new post, the first thing he did was to find me a school. For two years when we were in Germany, I went to school in Switzerland. When he was in London, I was at the Gateshead Academy for Girls; that’s in the north country, near Scotland. So you see, I wasn’t in the same house very often.”

“Tell me about your mother. Not after she became ill, but before.”

“How can I? I was a child.”

“What you know about her. Your grandparents, her home, where she lived. How she met your father.”

“Is this necessary?” She reached for a pack of cigarettes on the bedside table.

Chancellor looked at her, his eyes steady. “I agreed to your condition last night. You said you’d accept mine. Remember?” He took the matches from her and lighted her cigarette, the flame between them.

She returned his look and nodded. “I remember. All right My mother, as she was before I knew her. She was born in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Her father was a bishop in the Church of Heavenly Christ. It’s a Baptist denomination, very rich, very strict. As a matter of fact both her parents were missionaries. She traveled almost as much as I did when she was young. Remote places. India, Burma, Ceylon, the Po Hai Gulf.”

“Where was she educated?”

“Missionary schools mainly. That was part of the upbringing. All God’s children were the same in Jesus’ eyes. It was also fake. You went to school with them—probably because it helped the teachers—but damned if you could eat with them or play with them.”

“I don’t understand something.” Peter leaned sideways, across her covered legs, his elbow resting on the bed, his head in his hand.

“What?”

“That kitchen in Rockville. The nineteen-thirties decor. Even the goddamned coffee pot. You said your father had it designed to remind her of her childhood.”

“The happier moments, I said. Or should have said. As a child my mother was happiest when she was back in Tulsa. When her parents returned for spiritual R and R. It wasn’t often enough. She hated the Far East, hated the traveling.”

“Strange she should wind up marrying an army man.”

“Ironic, perhaps—not so strange. Her father was a bishop; her husband became a general. They were strong, decisive men and very persuasive.” Alison avoided his eyes; he did not try to reengage them.

“When did she meet your father?”

Alison drew on her cigarette. “Let me think. God knows he told me often enough, but there were always variations. As if he constantly, purposely, exaggerated or romanticized.”

“Or left something out?”

She had been looking across the room at the wall. She shifted her eyes quickly to him. “Yes. That, too. Anyway, they met during the Second World War, right here in Washington. Dad was recalled after the North African campaign. He was being transferred to the Pacific, which meant briefing and training in D.C. and Benning. He met her at one of those army receptions.”

“What was the daughter of a Baptist bishop doing at an army reception in wartime Washington?”

“She worked for the army as a translator. Nothing dramatic—pamphlets, manuals. ‘I am an American pilot who has parachuted into your beautiful country, and I am your ally’—that sort of thing. She could read and write several Far Eastern languages. She could even work her way through basic Mandarin.”

Chancellor sat up. “Chinese?”

“Yes.”

“She was in China?”

“I told you. The provinces of the Po Hai Gulf. She spent four years there, I think. Her father operated—if that’s the word—between Tientsin and Tsingtao.”

Peter looked away, trying to conceal his sudden apprehension. A dissonant chord had been struck, its abrasive sound disturbing. He let the moment pass as quickly as possible and turned back to Alison. “Did you know your grandparents?”

“No. I vaguely recall Dad’s mother, but his father—”

“Your mother’s parents.”

“No.” Alison reached over and crushed out her cigarette. “They died proselytizing.”

“Where?”

Alison held her extinguished cigarette against the glass of the ashtray and replied softly without looking at Peter. “In China.”

They were silent for several moments. Alison sat back against the headboard. Chancellor remained motionless and held her gaze. “I think we both know what we’re saying. Do you want to talk about it?”

“About what?”

“Tokyo. Twenty-two years ago. Your mother’s accident.”

“I don’t remember.”

“I think you do.”

“I was so young.”

“Not that young. You said you were five or six, but you shaved a couple of points. You were nine. Newspapermen are usually accurate in matters of age; it’s easy to check. That article on your father gave your right age—”

“Please—”

“Alison, I love you. I want to help you, help us. At first only I had to be stopped. Now you’re involved because you’re part of the truth. Chasǒng is part of it.”

“What truth are you talking about?”

“Hoover’s files. They were stolen.”

“No! That’s in your book. That’s not real!”

“It’s been real from the beginning. Before he died, they were taken. They’re being used right now. And the new owners are tied in with Chasǒng. That’s all we know. Your mother’s tied in, and your father protected that connection throughout her life. Now we’ve got to find out what it was. It’s the only thing that will lead us to the man who has those files. And we’ve got to find him.”

“But that doesn’t make sense! She was a sick woman, getting worse. She wasn’t important!”

“She was to somebody. She still is. For God’s sake, stop running away from it! You couldn’t lie to me, so you skimmed over it, then you circled it, and finally you said it: China. The Po Hai provinces are China. Your mother’s parents died in China. At Chasǒng we were fighting China!”

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know! I may be so far off base, but I can’t help thinking. Nineteen fifty … Tokyo. Korea. The Chinese Nationalists thrown out of the mainland; they wandered pretty freely, I would think. And if they did, they could be infiltrated. Orientals can tell one another apart; Westerners can’t. Was it possible your mother was reached? The wife of one of the top commanders in Korea reached and somehow compromised—because she had parents in China. Until something snapped. What happened twenty-two years ago?”

The words came painfully to Alison. “It started several months before, I think. When we first got to Tokyo. She just gradually began to slip away.”

“What do you mean, ‘slip away’?”

“I’d say something to her and she’d simply stare at me, not hearing. Then she’d turn without answering and walk out of the room, singing bits and pieces of tunes.”

“I heard one in the Rockville house. She was singing an old tune. ‘Let It Snow.’ ”

“That sort of thing came later. She’d get attached to a song, and it would last for months. Over and over again.”

“Was your mother an alcoholic?”

“She drank, but I don’t think so. At least, not then.”

“You remember her quite well,” said Peter softly.

Alison looked at him. “More than my father knew, and less than you think.”

He accepted the rebuke. “Go on,” he said gently. “She began slipping away. Did anybody know? Was anything done for her?”

Alison reached nervously for another cigarette. “I suppose I was the reason something was done. You see, there was no one to talk to. The servants were all Japanese. What few visitors we had were army wives; you don’t talk to army wives about your mother.”

“You were alone, then. A child.”

“I was alone. I didn’t know how to cope. Then the telephone calls started coming late at night. She’d get dressed and go out, sometimes with that dazed look in her eyes, and I didn’t know if she’d ever come back. One night my father called from Korea. She was always home when he called; he would write her the day and the time. But that night she wasn’t, so I told him everything. I guess I just blurted it out. A few days later he flew back to Tokyo.”

“How did he react?”

“I don’t remember. I was so happy to see him. I just knew everything would be all right.”

“Was it?”

“It was stabilized for a while; that’s the word I’d use now. An army doctor began coming to the house. Then he brought others, and they’d take her away for several hours every few days. The phone calls stopped, and she stopped going out at night”

“Why do you say ‘stabilized for a while’? Did things come unglued?”

Tears formed in her eyes. “There was no warning. She just suddenly went. It happened late one bright, sunny day; I’d just come home from school. She was screaming. She’d chased the servants out of the house; she was raving, smashing things. Then she stared at me. I’ve never seen such a look. As though she loved me one moment, then hated me, then was terrified by me.” Alison brought her hand to her mouth; it was trembling. She stared down at the blanket, her eyes frightened. She whispered the rest. “Then mother came at me. It was horrible. She had a kitchen knife in her hand. She grabbed me by the throat; she tried to plunge the knife into my stomach. She kept trying to stab me. I held her wrist and screamed and screamed. She wanted to kill me! Oh, God! She wanted to kill me!”

Alison fell forward on her side, her whole body convulsed, her face ashen. Peter reached for her and held her, rocking her back and forth.

He could not let her stop now. “Please, try to remember. When you came in the house, when you saw her, what was she screaming? What was she saying?”

Alison pushed herself away from him and leaned back on the headrest, her eyes shut tight, her face wet with tears. But the crying had stopped. “I don’t know.”

“Remember!”

“I can’t! I didn’t understand her!” Her eyes opened; she stared at him. They both understood.

“Because she was speaking a foreign language.” He said the words firmly, not asking a question. “She was screaming in Chinese. Your mother, who spent four years in the Po Hai provinces, who was fluent in Mandarin, was screaming at you in Chinese.”

Alison nodded. “Yes.”

The real question was not answered; Chancellor understood that. Why would mother attack daughter? For a few seconds Peter let his mind wander, recalling vaguely the hundreds of pages he had written in which irrational conflicts led to terrible acts of violence. He was no psychologist; he had to think in simpler terms. Schizophrenic infanticide, Medea complex—these were not the areas to probe even if he were capable. The answer lay elsewhere. In more obvious descriptions.… Descriptions? A madwoman in a rage, unbalanced, unfocused. Unfocused. Late afternoon. Bright sunshine. Most houses in Japan were light and airy. Sun streaming through the windows. A child walks through the door. Peter reached for the child’s hand.

“Try very hard to remember what you were wearing.”

“It’s not hard. We wore the same thing every day. Dresses were considered immodest. We wore light, loose-fitting little slacks and jackets. It was the school uniform.”

Peter looked away. A uniform. He turned back.

“Was your hair long or short?”

“During those days?”

“During that day. When your mother saw you coming through the door that afternoon.”

“I was wearing a cap. We all wore caps, and we usually kept our hair short.”

That was it! thought Peter. An unbalanced woman in a rage, sun streaming through the windows, perhaps through the door; a figure comes in wearing a uniform.

He reached for Alison’s other hand. “She never saw you.”

“What?”

“Your mother never saw you. That’s what Chasǒng’s all about. It explains the broken glass, the old nightgown underneath the words on the wall in your father’s study, the look in Ramirez’s eyes when your mother was mentioned.”

“What do you mean, she never saw me? I was there!”

“But she didn’t see you. She saw a uniform. That’s all she saw.”

Alison brought her hand to her mouth, curiosity and fear intermingled. “A uniform? Ramirez? You went to see Ramirez?”

“There’s a lot I can’t tell you because I dont know myself, but we’re getting nearer. Officers were rotated back and forth from the Korean combat zones to the command centers in Tokyo. That’s common knowledge. You say your mother went out frequently at night. There’s a pattern, Alison.”

“You’re saying she was a whore. That she whored to get information!”

“I’m saying it’s possible she was forced into acts that tore her apart. Husband and father. On the one hand, her husband, a brilliant commander at the front; on the other, an adored father held captive in China. What could she do?”

Alison raised her eyes to the ceiling. Again she understood; it was a conflict with which she could identify. “I don’t want to go on. I don’t want to know any more.”

“We have to. What happened after the attack?”

“I ran outside. One of the servants was there; he had called the police from the house nearest ours. He took me there, and I waited … waited while the Japanese family stared at me as if I were diseased. Then an MP came and took me to the base. I stayed with a colonel’s wife for several days until my father came back.”

“Then what? Did you see your mother?”

“About a week or so later, I think. It’s hard to remember precisely. When she came home, a nurse was with her. She was never without a nurse or a companion ever again.”

“How was she?”

“Withdrawn.”

“Permanently damaged?”

“That’s difficult to say. It was more than a breakdown; that’s obvious to me now. But she might have recovered sufficiently to function then.”

“Then?”

“When she came home from the hospital the first time. With the nurse. Not after the second time.”

“Tell me about it. The second time.”

Alison blinked. The memory was obviously as painful to her as the violent image of her mother’s attack. “Arrangements had been made for me to go back to the States, to Dad’s parents. As I said, Mother was quiet, withdrawn. Three nurses were on eight-hour shifts; she was never alone. My father was needed back in Korea. He left, believing everything was under control Other officers’ wives would come to the house to see Mother, take us both out for picnics, take her shopping for an afternoon—that sort of thing. Everyone was very kind. Too kind, really. You see, mentally ill people are like alcoholics. If they’re gripped by an obsession, if they want to break away, they’ll suddenly pretend normality; they’ll smile and laugh and lie convincingly. Then when you least expect it, they’re gone. That’s what I think happened.”

“You think? You don’t know?”

“No. They told me that she’d been pulled out of the surf. That she’d been underwater so long, they thought she was dead. I was a child, and it was an explanation I could accept. It made sense; Mother was taken out for the day to Funabashi Beach. It was a Sunday, but I had a cold, so I stayed home. Then sometime in the afternoon the phone started ringing. Was my mother there? Had she come back? The first few calls were from the women who had taken her to Funabashi, but they didn’t want me to know that. They pretended to be other people, so as not to alarm me, I guess. Two Army officers drove out to the house. They were nervous and agitated, but they didn’t want me to know it, either. I went to my room; I knew something was wrong, and all I could think of was that I wanted my father.”

The tears came again. Peter held both her hands; he spoke gently. “GO on.”

“It was awful. At night, quite late, I heard screams. Then shouts and people running outside. Then there were the sounds of automobiles and sirens and tires screeching in the streets. I got out of bed and went to the door and opened it. My room was on the landing above the hall. Downstairs the house seemed to be filling up with Americans—Army mostly, but civilians, too. There probably weren’t more than ten men, but everyone was walking around rapidly, talking into the telephone, using hand radios. Then the front door opened, and she was brought inside. On a stretcher. She was under a sheet, but there were bloodstains on the cloth. And her face—it was white. Her eyes were wide, staring blankly as if she were dead. At the corners of her mouth were trickles of blood that rolled down over her chin onto her neck. As the stretcher passed beneath a light, she suddenly lurched up screaming, her head wrenching back and forth, her body writhing but held in place by the straps. I cried out and ran down the stairs, but a major—a handsome black major, I’ll never forget—stopped me and picked me up and held me, telling me that everything was going to be all right. He didn’t want me to go to her, not then. And he was right—she was in hysterics; she wouldn’t have known me. They lowered the stretcher to the floor, unstrapped her, and held her down. A doctor tore some cloth. He had a hypodermic needle in his hand; he administered it, and within seconds she was quiet. I was crying. I tried to ask questions, but nobody would listen to me. The major carried me back to my room and put me to bed. He stayed with me for a long time, trying to reassure me, telling me there’d been an accident and my mother would be all right. But I knew she wouldn’t be, not ever again. I was taken to the base and stayed there until Dad came back for the next to last time before we were flown home to America. His tour of duty had only a few months left.”

Chancellor pulled her to him. “The only thing that’s clear is that the accident didn’t have anything to do with being caught in an undertow and pulled out to sea. For one thing, she was brought to the house, not to a hospital. It was an elaborate hoax that you pretended to believe but never did. You don’t believe it now. Why did you pretend all these years?”

Alison whispered. “It was easier, I think.”

“Because you thought she tried to kill you? Because she screamed at you in Chinese, and you didn’t want to think about that? You didn’t want to consider the alternatives.”

Alison’s lips trembled. “Yes.”

“But now you’ve got to face it—you understand that, don’t you? You can’t run away from it anymore. It’s what’s in Hoover’s files. Your mother worked for the Chinese. She was responsible for the slaughter at Chasǒng.”

“Oh, God.…”

“She didn’t do anything willingly. Maybe not even knowingly. Months ago, when I was with your father, and your mother came downstairs, she saw me and began screaming. I started to back away into the study, but your father yelled at me and told me to get by a lamp. He wanted her to see my face, my features. She stared at me, then calmed down and just sobbed. I think your father wanted her to realize I wasn’t an Oriental. I think the accident that Sunday afternoon was no accident at all. I believe she was caught and tortured by the people who had been using her, forcing her to work for them. It’s possible your mother was a much braver woman than anyone’s given her credit for. She may have finally stood up to them and taken the consequences. That’s not congenital madness, Alison. That’s a person who’s been driven out of her mind.”

He stayed with her for nearly an hour, until exhaustion made her finally close her eyes. It was past five; the sky outside the window was growing brighter. It would be morning soon. In a few hours Quinn O’Brien would move them to some other place of safety. Peter knew that he, too, had to sleep.

But before he could allow himself sleep, he had to know if what he believed was true. It had to be confirmed, and one man could do that. Ramirez.

He let himself out the bedroom door and walked to the telephone. He rummaged through his pockets until he found the scrap of paper on which he’d written Ramirez’s number. No doubt O’Brien’s man would be listening at the switchboard, but it did not matter. Nothing mattered anymore but the truth.

He dialed The phone was answered almost immediately.

“Yes, what is it?” The voice was slurred with sleep. Or was it alcohol?

“Ramirez?”

“Who’s this?”

“Chancellor. I’ve got the answer now, and you’re going to confirm it for me. If you hesitate, if you lie, I’m going right to my publisher. He’ll know what to do.”

“I told you to stay out of it!” The words spilled over each other; the soldier was drunk.

“MacAndrew’s wife. There was a Chinese connection, wasn’t there? Twenty-two years ago she was carrying information to the Chinese. She was responsible for Chasǒngl”

“No! Yes. You don’t understand. Let it alone!”

“I want the truth!”

Ramirez was momentarily silent. “They’re both dead.”

“Ramirez!”

“They had her on drugs. She was totally dependent; she couldn’t go two days without a needle. We found out. We helped her. We did our best for her. Things were going badly. It made sense … to do what we did. Everyone agreed!”

Peter’s eyes narrowed. The dissonant chord was there again, louder and more jarring than before. “You helped her because it made sense? Things were going badly, so it made some sort of goddamned sense?”

“Everyone agreed.” The soldier’s voice was nearly inaudible.

“Oh, my God! You didn’t help her, you maintained her! You kept her on drugs so you could transmit the information you wanted to get through.”

“Things were going badly. The Yalu was—”

“Wait a minute! Are you telling me MacAndrew was a part of this? He let his wife be used this way?”

“MacAndrew never knew.”

Chancellor felt sick. “Yet in spite of everything you did to her, Chasǒng still happened,” he said. “And all these years MacAndrew thought his wife was responsible. Drugged, tortured, nearly beaten to death, made a traitor by an enemy that held her parents captive. You bastards!”

Ramirez screamed into the telephone. “He was a bastard, too! Don’t you ever forget it! He was a killer!”
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He was a bastard, too! Don’t you ever forget it! He was a killer! He was a bastard, too! … a killer! The drunken words rang in Chancellor’s ears. He watched the swiftly passing countryside, Alison in the back seat of the government car with him, and tried to understand.

He was a bastard, too! It did not make sense. MacAndrew and his wife were victims. They had been manipulated by both antagonists—the woman destroyed, the general living out his life with a terrible fear of exposure.

He was a bastard, too! … a killer! If Ramirez meant that MacAndrew had become irrational, a commander who did not care about the cost of destroying an enemy that had destroyed his wife, bastard was hardly the right term. Mac the Knife had hurled hundreds, perhaps thousands, to their death in a futile attempt at vengeance. Reason had deserted him; vengeance was everything.

If these were the things that caused Ramirez to judge MacAndrew a bastard, so be it. But what bothered Peter, and it bothered him deeply, was the unclear picture of this new MacAndrew, this bastard, this killer. It conflicted with the man Chancellor had met, the soldier who truly hated war because he knew it so well. Or had Alison’s father merely lapsed momentarily—a matter of months in a lifetime—into a madness of his own.

So now the secret of Chasǒng was known. But where did it lead them? How could MacAndrew’s betrayed, manipulated wife lead to one of the four men on Varak’s list? Varak was convinced that whatever was behind Chasǒng would take them directly to the man who had Hoover’s files. But how?

Perhaps Varak was wrong. The secret was known, and it led nowhere.

The government car reached an intersection. A lone gas station stood on the right; a single automobile was parked by a pump. The driver beside O’Brien turned the wheel, and they drove up to it. He nodded to O’Brien and got out of the car; the FBI man slid over behind the wheel. The driver walked to the parked automobile. He greeted the man inside and climbed in the front seat.

“They’ll stay with us until we reach Saint Michael’s,” said Quinn from behind the wheel.

A minute later they were on the road again, the car behind them following at a discreet distance.

“Where’s Saint Michael’s?” asked Alison.

“South of Annapolis, on the Chesapeake. We can use a house there. It’s sterile. Do you want to talk now? The radio’s off; there are no tapes. We’re alone.”

Peter knew what Quinn meant. “Was a tape made of what was said between Ramirez and me?”

“No. Only a shorthand transcript. One copy; it’s in my pocket.”

“I haven’t had time to explain everything to Alison, but she knows some of it.” He turned to her. “Your mother was strung out on narcotics—probably heroin—by the Chinese. She became dependent; that was the ‘slipping away’ you described. She was used to gather bits and pieces of information. Troop movements, combat strength, supply routes—a hundred things she might overhear from the officers she met at night Besides the drugs, her mother and father were being held in a Chinese prison. The combination was overpowering.”

“How horrible.…” Alison looked out the window.

“I doubt that she was the only one,” said Peter. “I’m sure there were others.”

“I know damned well there were,” added O’Brien.

“I’m afraid that doesn’t help,” Alison said. “Did my father know? It must have killed him—”

“Your father knew only what the Army wanted him to know. It was only part of the truth, the Chinese part. He was never told the rest of it.”

Alison turned from the window. “What rest of it?”

Peter took her hand. “There was another connection. The Army’s. She was manipulated to transmit selected, misleading intelligence back to the Chinese.”

Alison stiffened, her eyes boring in on his. “How?”

“There are a number of ways to do it. Keep her spaced out on narcotics or administer chemicals that heighten the withdrawal pains. Probably that was it; the agony would drive her right back to her original connection. With the information the Army wanted carried.”

Alison pulled her hand away in anger. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply, in an agony of her own. Chancellor did not touch her; the moment was hers alone.

She turned back to Peter. “Make them pay,” she said.

“We know what Chasǒng means now,” said Quinn O’Brien from the front seat. “But where does it take us?”

“To one of four men, Varak believed.” Chancellor saw O’Brien’s head jerk up, his eyes looking at Peter in the rearview mirror. “I’ve told her there are four men,” he explained. “I haven’t used names.”

“Why not?” asked Alison.

“For your own protection, Miss MacAndrew,” answered the FBI man. “I’m working on those. I’m not sure what to look for.”

“Something to do with China,” Peter said. “Anything Chinese.”

“You mentioned that you wanted to reach a fifth man. How soon?”

“Before the day’s over.”

Quinn was silent behind the wheel. Several moments went by before he spoke.

“You agreed to leave the name with a lawyer.”

“I don’t need a lawyer. I’ll leave it with Morgan in New York. Get me to a phone. There should be one on a road around here somewhere.”

O’Brien frowned. “You’re not experienced making these kind of contacts. I don’t want you taking unnecessary risks. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“You’d be surprised how many secret meetings I’ve invented. You just get me an unmarked car and give me a few hours. And don’t go back on your word. I’ll know if you have me followed. Believe that.”

“I’m forced to. Mother of God. A writer.”

“Goddamn it, where are you?” Tony shouted the question, his next words only slightly less strident. “The hotel said you’d checked out, and the night manager told me you were on your way to the Shenandoah Valley! And your doctor phoned, asking me if I expected you in New York. Would you please explain—?”

“There isn’t time. Except that he wasn’t the hotel’s night manager, he was an FBI man. And I doubt my doctor called you. It was someone else looking for me.”

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to find the man who has Hoover’s files.”

“Stop that! We had this out a couple of months ago. You’re crossing the line again; you’re not someone in one of your goddamned books!”

“But the files are missing. They’ve been missing from the beginning; that’s what it’s all about. I’ll come back to New York, I promise, but first I want you to call someone for me. I want you to tell him to meet me in a car at the precise location and time I give you. He’s in Washington and probably very difficult to get through to. But you’ll be able to do it if you say your name is Varak. Stefan Varak. Write that down; you mustn’t use your own name.”

“And I suppose,” said Morgan sarcastically, “that I should place the call from a pay phone.”

“Exactly. On the street, not in the building.”

“Come on. This is—”

“The man you’re calling it Munro St. Claire.”

The name had its effect; Morgan was stunned. “You’re not joking, are you.” It was not a question.

“I’m not joking. When you get St. Claire on the line, tell him you’re a contact from me. Tell him Varak is dead. He may know it by now, but he may not. Have you got a pencil?”

“Yes.”

“Write this down. St. Claire uses the name Bravo.…”

Peter waited in the unmarked car on the back road that led to the edge of the Chesapeake; it was a dead end that stopped at the water. The banks were marshland, the wild reeds tall and swaying in the December winds. It was shortly past two in the afternoon; the sky was overcast, the air cold, and the dampness penetrating.

Alison and O’Brien were several miles north in the sterile house in Saint Michael’s. The FBI man had agreed to give him three hours—until five o’clock—before he telephoned Morgan for Bravo’s identity. If Chancellor had not returned by then, Quinn made it clear that Peter was to be presumed dead and appropriate measures would be taken.

Chancellor remembered Varak’s words. There was a senator. A man who was not afraid, who among all men in Washington could be sought out for help. For Peter it had been another part of the madness. He had invented a senator for his Nucleus. The parallel was once again too close; the fictional character had its basis in a living man.

He gave the senator’s name to Quinn in case he did not return.

In the distance a black limousine had rounded a bend in the road and was approaching slowly. He opened the door of the car and got out. The limousine came to a stop twenty feet away. The chauffeur’s window was lowered.

“Mr. Peter Chancellor?” asked the man.

“Yes,” answered Peter, alarmed. There was no one in the rear seat of the car. “Where’s Ambassador St. Claire?”

“If you’ll get in, sir, I’ll take you to him.”

“That wasn’t part of my instructions!”

“It has to be this way.”

“No, it doesn’t!”

“The ambassador told me to tell you it was for your own protection. He asked me to remind you of a conversation four and a half years ago. He did not mislead you then.”

Peter’s breathing stopped for a moment. Munro St. Claire had not misled him four and a half years before. He had given him his life. Chancellor nodded and got into the limousine.

The enormous Victorian house stood on the waterfront. A long dock protruded into the bay at the center point of the large front lawn. The house itself was four stories high. On the first level was a wide screened-in porch that ran along the side of the building that faced the Chesapeake.

The chauffeur preceded Chancellor up the steps to the entrance. He unlocked the door and motioned Peter inside.

“Turn to the right, through the archway, and into the sitting room. The ambassador is waiting for you.”

Chancellor stepped into the hall; he was alone. He walked through an archway into a high-ceilinged room and adjusted his eyes. At the far end a lone figure stood in front of a pair of glass French doors overlooking the porch and the waters of the Chesapeake. His back was to Chancellor; he was looking out at the everchanging surface of the bay.

“Welcome,” said Munro St. Claire, turning to face Peter. “This house belonged to a man named Genesis. He was Bravo’s friend.”

“I’ve heard of Banner and Paris, Venice and Christopher. And, of course, Bravo. I haven’t heard of Genesis.”

St. Claire had obviously been testing. He controlled his astonishment, but it was there. “There would be no reason for you to. He’s dead. I find it incredible that Varak gave you my name.”

“He didn’t As a matter of fact, he refused to. A man named Bromley did, but he didn’t know he did. His code name at the Bureau was Viper. The B becomes V and thus one of the missing files. Part truth, part lie. That’s how I was programed.”

St. Claire narrowed his eyes as he moved away from the glass doors toward Chancellor. “Tart truth, part lie’; Varak said that?”

“Yes. He died in front of me. But not before he told me everything.”

“Everything?”

“From the beginning. From Malibu to Washington. How I was provoked into getting involved; how I was the snare for provoking others into showing themselves. He didn’t say so directly, but it really didn’t matter whether I lived or died, did it? How could you do it?”

“Sit down.”

“I’d prefer standing.”

“Very well. Are we two gladiators circling each other?”

“Perhaps.”

“If so, you’ve lost the battle. My chauffeur is watching us from the porch.”

Chancellor turned toward the windows. The chauffeur stood motionless, a gun in his hand. “You think I’ve come to kill you?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know what to think. I only know that nothing can stand in the way of retrieving those files. I’d willingly give my life if that could be accomplished.”

“Letters M through Z. The man who has them whispers over the telephone, threatens his victims. And he’s one of four men: Banner, Paris, Venice, or Christopher. Or perhaps he’s Bravo; that’s possible. I guess. He’s reached Phyllis Maxwell, Paul Bromley, and Lieutenant General Bruce MacAndrew. The generad was about to expose a twenty-two-year-old cover-up that he couldn’t live with anymore when he was forced out. How many others this man has reached, no one knows. But if he’s not found, if the files aren’t found—and destroyed—he’ll control the pressure points of the government.”

Peter made the statements flatly, but they had their effect. “You know things that could cost you your life,” said St. Claire.

“Since I’ve nearly lost it several times, thanks to you, that doesn’t surprise me. It just frightens me. I want it to stop.”

“I wish I could stop it. I wish to God it was over and the files brought back. I wish with all my heart that I was convinced it would end that way.”

“There’s a way to bring it about. To insure it, as a matter of fact.”

“How?”

“Make public the names of your group. Acknowledge Hoover’s missing files. Force the issue.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“Why?”

“The issue is far more complex than you seem to understand.” St. Claire moved to an armchair. He placed his hands on the rim of the back, his long fingers extended delicately over the fabric. His hands trembled. “You say Bromley gave you my name,” he said. “How?”

“He tracked me down on a train and tried to kill me. He had been told that my manuscript was finished, that it included information about his family. I gather that information could only have come from you. He used your name; suddenly everything was clear. From the beginning, the very beginning. All the way back to Park Forest. I owed you a debt, and you took your payment The debt’s canceled.”

St. Claire looked up. “Your debt to me? It was never owed. But I submit you have a debt to your country.”

“I’ll accept that. I just want to know how I’m paying.” Peter raised his voice. “Make public the names of your group! Tell the country—since debts are owed—that Hoover’s private files are missing!”

“Please!” St. Claire held up one hand. “Try to understand. We came together under extraordinary circumstances—”

“To stop a maniac,” interrupted Chancellor.

Bravo nodded. “To try to stop a maniac. In doing so, we exceeded the limits of authority in a number of areas. We bent the machinery of government because we thought it was justified. We could be ruined, everything we stand for destroyed; we understood that. Our only motive was fairness, our only protection anonymity.”

“Change the rules! One of you already has!”

“Then, he must be found. But the others can’t be made to pay!”

“I’m not getting through to you. The debt’s canceled, Mr. St. Claire. You’ve used me. I’ve been manipulated, kept off balance until I was damned near out of my mind. For what? So you, the Pentagon, the Federal Bureau of Investigation—for all I know, the White House, the Justice Department, the Congress … half the goddamned government—can go on lying? Telling people those files were destroyed when they weren’t? I’m not asking; I’m demanding! Either you go public, or I will!”

St. Claire could control his trembling but not conceal it. The long, thin fingers were pressed into the chair. “Tell me about Varak,” he said softly. “I’m entitled to that; he was a friend.”

Chancellor told him, omitting Varak’s conclusion that Chasǒng was the key. Alison was too intrinsic to that key; he did not trust St. Claire with her name.

“He died,” said Peter, “convinced it wasn’t you, but one of the other four. ‘Never Bravo.’ He said that over and over.”

“And what about you? Are you convinced?”

“Not yet, but you can convince me. Go public.”

“I see.” St. Claire turned from the chair and looked out at the waters of the Chesapeake. “Varak told you you were programed with part truth, part lie. Did he explain that?”

“Of course. The missing files were the truth; the assassination was the lie. I never believed it anyway. It was only a concept for a book.… We’ve talked long enough. I want your answer. Will you go public with the story, or Will I?”

St. Claire turned around slowly. Gone was the anxiety of seconds ago; it was replaced by a gaze so cold Peter was frightened. “Don’t threaten me. You’re in no position to do that.”

“You can’t be sure. You don’t know what precautions I’ve taken.”

“Do you think you’re a character in one of your novels? Don’t be foohsh.” Bravo glanced at the window. The chauffeur was watching them closely, the gun held steady in his hand. “You’re not important, and neither am I.”

Chancellor felt on the edge of panic. “There’s a man in New York who knows I’ve come to see you. If anything happened to me, he’d identify you. As a matter of fact you spoke with him.”

“I listened to him,” replied St. Claire. “I didn’t agree to anything. You drove your car to a dead-end road on the banks of the Chesapeake. I am listed in the State Department logs as being in conference at this moment with an undersecretary who will swear I was there. But an alibi isn’t necessary. We could kill you anytime. Tonight, tomorrow, next week, next month. But no one wants to do that. It was never part of the plan.… Four and a half years ago I steered you into the world of fiction. Go back to that world; leave this one to others.”

Peter was stunned. Their roles had reversed. St. Claire’s fears had evaporated, as though the news an outraged young man had brought him were no longer vital. It didn’t make sense. What caused the change? His eyes strayed to the window. The chauffeur seemed to sense the tension inside; he had moved closer to the glass. St Claire saw Peter’s concern and smiled.

“I said you could go back. That man’s there only for my protection. I didn’t know the state of your mind.”

“You still don’t How can you be sure that I won’t leave here and tell the story?”

“Because we both know that isn’t the right way. Too many people could lose their lives; neither of us wants that to happen.”

“I should tell you I know who Banner, Paris, Venice, and Christopher are! Varak wrote out their names for me!”

“I presumed he had. And you must do what you have to.”

“Goddamn it, I will tell the story! The killing’s going to stop! The lying’s going to stop!”

“In my judgment” said St Claire icily, “if you do, Alison MacAndrew will be dead before the day is over.”

Peter tensed, then took a step toward Bravo.

There was a crash of glass as a single window pane was smashed; the chauffeur’s gun protruded through the open space.

“Go home, Mr. Chancellor. Do what you have to do.”

Peter turned and ran out of the room.

Munro St. Claire opened the glass doors and stepped out onto the porch. The air was cold, the winds off the bay growing stronger. The sky was dark now. Soon it would rain.

It was remarkable, St. Claire reflected. Even in death Varak orchestrated events. He understood that only one option remained: Peter Chancellor had to take Varak’s place. The writer was now the provocateur. He had no choice but to go after Banner, Paris, Venice, and Christopher.

Chancellor said he had been manipulated. What he did not know was that the manipulation had not stopped. It was a question now of watching the novelist very closely, keeping track of his every move, until he led them to the one who had the files.

There would be a final tragedy, and like the assassination of John Edgar Hoover, it could not be avoided. Two men would die. The betrayer of Inver Brass and, unquestionably, Peter Chancellor.

At the last Stefan Varak had been a professional. With Chancellor’s death all avenues would be closed. And Inver Brass disbanded, forever unknown.
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“You still won’t tell me who he is?” asked O’Brien, across from Peter at the kitchen table. Each had a half empty glass of whisky in front of him.

“No. Varak was right He doesn’t have the files.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because he would never have let me come back alive.”

“Okay, then. I won’t probe. I think you’re crazy, but I won’t probe.”

Chancellor smiled. “It wouldn’t do you any good. What have you found out about our four candidates? Is there a China connection? Anything remotely possible?”

“Yes. Two possibilities. Two mostly negative. One of the possibilities is pretty dramatic. I’d say a probable.”

“Who is it?”

“Jacob Dreyfus. Christopher.”

“How?”

“Money. He arranged heavy financial backing for several multinationals operating out of Taiwan.”

“Openly?”

“Yes. His public posture was to help create a viable Formosan economy. There was a lot of resistance; most of the banks thought Taiwan would fall, but Dreyfus was a tiger. Apparently he got assurance from Eisenhower and Kennedy. He rallied the institutions and single-handedly brought in new industry.”

Peter’s doubts were aroused; it was too obvious. A man like Dreyfus would not be obvious. “There was nothing secret? No undercover deals or anything?”

“Not that we can find. Why are they necessary? Money means involvement. That’s what we’re looking for.”

“If money’s the bottom line, we are. I’m not convinced it is. Who’s the other possibility?”

“Frederick Wells—Banner.”

“What’s his relationship to the Nationalists?”

“To China, not necessarily the Chinese government He’s a Sinophile. His hobby is early Oriental history. He has one of the most extensive Chinese art collections in the world. They’re lent to museums all the time.”

“An art collection? What’s that got to do with anything?”

“I don’t know. We’re looking for a connection. It’s a connection.”

Chancellor frowned. Actually Wells might be a more logical contender than Dreyfus, he considered. A man steeped in the culture of a nation was more apt to be caught up in the mystique of that culture than someone who dealt merely in money. Was it possible that beneath Frederick Well’s pragmatism there was an Oriental mystic in conflict with the Western shell? Or was it preposterous?

Anything was possible. Nothing could be overlooked.

“You said the other two were mostly negative. What did you mean?”

“Neither could be construed as having any tangible Chinese sympathies per se. Still, Sutherland—Venice—ruled against the government in a suit brought by three New York journalists who’d been refused passports to the mainland by the State Department. Essentially he contended that as long as Peking was willing to let them in, it was an abridgment of the First Amendment to prohibit them.”

“That sounds logical.”

“It was. There was no appeal.”

“What about Montelán?”

“Paris has been an active anti-Nationalist for a long time. He tagged Chiang Kai-shek as a corrupt warlord years ago. He was outspoken in his support for Red China’s admission to the UN.”

“So were a lot of people.”

“That’s what I mean by mostly negative. Both Venice and Paris took positions that might have been unpopular, but they weren’t very unusual.”

“Unless there were other reasons for those positions.”

“Unless anything. I’m going by probabilities at this point. I think we should concentrate on Dreyfus and Wells.”

“They can be first, but I’m going to reach all four. Confront each one.” Peter finished his whisky.

O’Brien leaned back in his chair. “Would you mind repeating that?”

Peter got out of the chair and carried his glass to the counter, where there was a bottle of Scotch. They’d had one drink; Chancellor hesitated, then poured a second. “How many men can you count on? Like those at the motel in Quantico and the ones who followed us here.”

“I asked you to repeat what you just said.”

“Don’t fight me,” said Peter. “Help me, but don’t fight me. I’m the connecting link between all four men. Each knows how I’ve been manipulated. One knows—or will think he knows—that I’ve zeroed in on him.”

“And then?”

Chancellor poured his drink. “He’ll try to kill me.”

“That crossed my mind,” said O’Brien. “You think I’m going to be responsible? Forget it.”

“You can’t stop me. You can only help me.”

“The hell I can’t stop you! I can formalize a dozen charges against you that will put you in isolation!”

“Then what? You can’t confront them.”

“Why not?”

Chancellor walked back to the table and sat down. “Because you’ve been reached. Han Chow, remember?”

O’Brien remained motionless, returning Peter’s stare. “What do you know about Han Chow?”

“Nothing, Quinn. And I don’t want to know. But I can guess. The first night we talked, when I mentioned Longworth’s name, when I told you what happened to Phyllis Maxwell … when I said the word Chasǒng. Your face, your eyes; you were frightened. You said the name Han Chow as if it was killing you. You looked at me the way you’re looking now; you started to accuse me of things I couldn’t understand. You may not want to believe this, but I invented you before I met you.”

“What kind of crap is that?” O’Brien asked, his voice strained.

Peter drank self-consciously. He took his eyes away from Quinn’s and looked at the glass. “You were my cleansing process. My good guy who has to face his vulnerabilities and surmount them.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“Every story about corruption has to have a foil. The person on the side of the angels. I think the difference between a fair novel and a cartoon is that no one in a novel begins as a hero. If he becomes one, it’s only because he forces himself to overcome his own fear. I’m not good enough to write a tragedy, so you can’t call that fear a tragic flaw. But you can call it a weakness. Han Chow was your weakness, wasn’t it? You’re part of the files.”

Quinn swallowed involuntarily, his eyes still on Chancellor. “Do you want to hear about it?”

“No. I mean that. But I do want to know why you were reached. It had to be before I came to see you.”

O’Brien’s words were clipped, as if he were afraid of them. “The night before Hoover died, the names of three men were recorded in the security logs at the bureau. Longworth, Krepps, and Salter.”

“Longworth was Varak!” interrupted Peter harshly.

“Or was he?” replied Quinn. “You told me Varak died trying to get the files back. A man doesn’t kill himself trying to find what he’s already got. It was someone else.”

“Go on.”

“There was no way the real Longworth could have been there. Krepps and Salter were unassigned covers. I couldn’t establish any identities. Three unknown men, in other words, were cleared for admittance into Hoover’s office that night. I began asking questions. I got a phone call—”

“A high-pitched whisper?” asked Peter.

“A whisper. Very courteous, very precise. I was told to stop. Han Chow was the lever.”

Chancellor leaned forward. Two nights ago O’Brien had been the interrogator; now it was his turn. The amateur was leading the professional. Because the professional was frightened.

“What’s an unassigned cover?”

“An identity prepared in advance for emergencies. Biographical data. Parents, schools, friends, occupation, service records—that sort of thing.”

“In ten minutes a man has a personal history.”

“Let’s say a couple of hours. He’s got to memorize a number of things.”

“What led you to the security logs in the first place?”

“The files,” said O’Brien. “A few of us wondered what had happened to them; we talked about it. Quietly, just among ourselves.”

“But why the security logs?”

“I’m not sure. Process of elimination, I guess. I checked the shredding rooms, the furnaces, computerized inputs—there were no loads to speak of. I even made inquiries about the cartons of personal effects taken from Flags.”

“Flags?”

“Hoover’s office. He didn’t like the name. It was never used in his presence.”

“Were there a lot of cartons?”

“Nowhere near enough to contain the files. To me that meant they’d been removed. And that scared the hell out of me. Remember, I’d seen them in use.”

“Alexander Meredith.… I’ve been here before.”

“Who’s this Meredith?”

“Someone you should meet. Only he doesn’t exist.”

“Your book?”

“Yes. Go on.”

“Since physical removal was a possibility, I began researching the logs. Everyone knew Hoover was dying; there’d even been a code name for his death: ‘open territory.’ The meaning, I think, is clear. After the director, who?”

“Or what?”

“Right. I pored over the records, going back several months before he died, concentrating on the night entries because dollies filled with cartons from Flags would be a little awkward to remove during the day. There was nothing out of order—everything and everyone checked out—until I noticed the logs for the night of May first. That’s where I found the three names. Two of them were meaningless, without identities.” Quinn paused and sipped his whisky.

“What was your theory then? When you realized there were no identities.”

“Then, and in part now.” O’Brien lit a cigarette. “I think Hoover died a day before they said he did.” The agent inhaled deeply.

“That’s quite a statement.”

“It’s logical.”

“How?”

“The unassigned covers. Whoever appropriated them had to be familiar with clandestine operations, had to be able to come up with authentic IDs. The agent at the desk that night, a man named Parke, won’t discuss what happened. He claims only that the three men were cleared personally on Hoover’s scrambler. That checks out; it was used. But I don’t think he talked with Hoover. He talked with someone else at Hoover’s house. It was enough for him. That phone was sacred.”

“So he talked with someone at Hoover’s house. So what?”

“Someone whose authority he wouldn’t question. Someone who found Hoover dead and wanted those files removed before it was known that Hoover had died and everything was shut up tight I think the files were taken the night of May first.”

“Any ideas?”

“Up until two hours ago, yes. I thought it was Hoover’s second-in-command, Tolson, and the maniacs. But thanks to you, that’s no longer realistic.”

“Thanks to me?”

“Yes. You damned near killed a man at the Corcoran Gallery. He was found in a stairwell—one of the maniacs. He was confronted in the hospital and given a choice: Name the others in a deposition and resign, or face prosecution, loss of pension, and one hell of a long jail sentence. He chose the first, naturally. Two hours ago I got word from one of our people. All the maniacs have resigned. They wouldn’t do that if they had the files.”

Chancellor watched O’Brien closely. “Which leads us back to our four candidates. Banner, Paris, Venice, and Christopher.”

“And Bravo,” added O’Brien. “I want you to use him. Follow your own advice: Make him force the issue. If he’s the man you think he is—or Varak thought he was—he won’t refuse. Go back to him.”

Chancellor shook his head slowly. “You’re missing the point. He’s tired; he can’t do it anymore. Varak knew that. It’s why he came to me. It’s you and me, O’Brien. Don’t look for anyone else.”

“Then, we’ll force the issue! We’ll name them!”

“Why? Whatever we said would be denied. I’d be dismissed as a hack writer promoting a book, and far worse, you have to live with Han Chow.” Peter pushed his drink away. “And it wouldn’t stop there. Bravo was very clear about that. Sooner or later there’d be a couple of accidents. We have to face that. We’re expendable.”

“Goddamn it, they can’t deny the missing files!”

Chancellor watched the angry, frustrated agent. Alex Meredith lived in Quinn O’Brien. Peter decided to tell him.

“I’m afraid they might deny it very successfully. Because only half the files are missing. Letters M through Z. The rest were recovered.”

O’Brien was stunned. “Recovered? By whom?”

“Varak didn’t know.”

Quinn crushed out his cigarette. “Or wouldn’t say!”

“Peter! Quinn!”

It was Alison shouting from the living room. O’Brien reached the door first. All was dark. Alison stood by the window, her hand on the drapes.

“What is it?” asked Chancellor, going to her. “What’s wrong?”

“Up the road,” she answered flatly. “The rise between the gates. I saw someone, I know I did. He stood there, just watching the house. Then he moved back.”

Quinn walked rapidly to a panel in the wall partially concealed by the drapes. There were two rows of convex white disks barely distinguishable in the shadows. They looked like two columns of blankly staring eyes. “None of the photoelectric cells was tripped,” he said as if he were discussing a sameness in the weather.

Peter wondered what precisely made a “sterile” house, outside of the radio sets, the heavy glass, and the grillwork everywhere. “Are there electronic beams all around the place? I assume that’s what those lights are.”

“Yes. All around, infrared and crisscrossed. And there are auxiliary generators underground if the electricity goes off; they’re tested every week.”

“This place is like the motel in Quantico, then?”

“Same architect designed it, same construction firm built it. Everything is steel, even the doors.”

“The front door’s wood,” interrupted Chancellor.

“Paneling,” replied Quinn calmly.

“Could it have been a neighbor out for a walk?” asked Alison.

“Possible, but not likely. The houses here are on three-acre lots. The homes on both sides are owned by State personnel, diplomatic level, very high up. They’ve been alerted to stay away.”

“Just like that?”

“It’s nothing unusual. This place is used to house defectors during periods of debriefing.”

“There he is!” Alison held the drape back.

Silhouetted in the distance, between the stone gateposts, was the figure of a man in an overcoat. He was on the rise in the road, outlined against the night sky. “He’s just standing there,” said Peter.

“Not making any move to go through the gate,” added Quinn. “He knows they’re tripped. And he wants us to know he knows it.”

“Look,” whispered Alison. “He’s moving now!”

The figure took a step forward and raised his right arm. As though it were a ritualistic gesture, he brought it slowly down in front of him, cutting the air. Instantly there was a hum from the panel. A white disk turned bright red.

The man moved to his left and disappeared into the darkness.

“What was that all about?” O’Brien asked, more of himself than of the others.

“You just said it,” answered Chancellor. “He wants us to know he knows the posts are wired.”

“That’s not so impressive. Most of these houses have alarm systems.”

A second hum abruptly shot out of the panel; another white disk turned red.

Then in rapid succession hum followed hum, red light followed red light. The cacophony was all-encompassing, the alarms actually painful to the ears. Within thirty seconds every disk was bright red, every hum activated. The room was washed in magenta.

O’Brien stared at the panel. “They know each vector point! Every damned one!” He ran across the room to a cabinet in the wall. It contained a radio set. O’Brien pressed a button and spoke; there was no mistaking his urgency. “This is Saint Michael’s One, come in, please! Repeat, Saint Michael’s One, emergency!”

The only response was continuous static.

“Come in, please! This is Saint Michael’s One. Emergency!”

Nothing. Only the static, which seemed to grow louder. Peter glanced about the room, adjusting his eyes to the red spill and the shadows. “The phone!” he said.

“Don’t bother.” O’Brien stepped back from the radio. “They wouldn’t leave it; they’d cut the wires. It’s dead.”

It was.

“What about the radio?” asked Alison, trying to speak calmly. “Why can’t you get through?”

Quinn looked at them. “They’ve jammed the frequency, which means they had to know which one it was. It’s changed daily.”

“Then, try another frequency!” said Chancellor.

“It’s no use. Somewhere outside, within fifty to a hundred yards, there’s a computerized scanner. By the time I raised anybody, before I could get our message across, they’d jam that, too.”

“Goddamn you, try!”

“No,” replied O’Brien, looking back up at the panel. “That’s exactly what they want us to do. They want us to panic; they’re counting on it.”

“Why shouldn’t we panic? What difference does it make? You said nobody could trace us here. Well, someone did trace us, and the radio’s useless! I’m not about to trust your steel constructions and your two-inch glass! They’re no match for a couple of blow-torches and a sledgehammer! For Christ’s sake, do something!”

“I’m doing nothing, which is what they don’t expect. In two or three minutes I’m going back on that frequency and deliver a second message.” Quinn looked over at Alison. “Go upstairs and check the windows front and rear. Call down if you see anything. Chancellor, get back in the dining room. Do the same.”

Peter held his place. “What are you going to do?”

“I haven’t got time to explain.” He walked to the front window and peered out Peter joined him. Between the gateposts, once more silhouetted against the night sky, stood the figure. He stood motionless for ten or fifteen seconds, and then he seemed to raise both his hands in front of him.

And now a searchlight of several thousand candle-power shot out, slicing through the darkness.

“In the front!” Alison yelled from upstairs. “There’s a—”

“We see it!” roared O’Brien. He turned to Chancellor. “Check the rear of the house!”

Peter ran across the room toward the small archway that led to the dining room. A second blinding beam of light hit the much smaller network of windows in the dining room’s rear wall. He looked away, closing his eyes; the light made his forehead ache. “There’s another back here!” he yelled.

“And on this side!” shouted O’Brien, his voice coming from an alcove at the far end of the living room. “Check the kitchen! On the north side!”

Peter raced into the kitchen. As Quinn had anticipated, there was a fourth beam shooting through the grilled windows at the north end of the house. Peter shielded his eyes again. It was a nightmare! Wherever they looked outside, they were blinded by the hot white light. They were being attacked by blinding white light!

“Chancellor!” screamed O’Brien from somewhere outside the kitchen. “Go upstairs! Get Alison and stay away from the windows! Get in the center of the house. Move!”

Peter could not think, he could only obey. He reached the staircase, grabbed the railing, and swung himself around. As he started up the steps, he heard O’Brien’s voice. In spite of the madness it was controlled, precise. He was back at the radio.

“If I’m getting through, emergency is canceled. Saint Michael’s One, repeat. Emergency is canceled. We’ve raised Chesapeake on the alternate equipment. They’re on their way. They’ll be here in three or four minutes. Repeat. Stay out of the area. Emergency canceled.”

“What are you doing?” Chancellor screamed.

“Goddamn it, get upstairs! Get the girl and stay in the center of the house!”

“Whose side are you on?”

“Those ghouls are trying to trick us! They’re drawing us to the windows, then blinding us!”

“What are you saying?…”

“It’s our only hope!” roared the agent “Now get to Alison and do as I tell you!” He turned back to the radio and again depressed the microphone button.

Peter did not wait to hear O’Brien’s words; he saw only that the agent had crouched below the cabinet, behind a chair, as near to the floor as possible, his hand extended up to the radio. Chancellor raced up the steps. “Alison!”

“In here! In the front room.”

Peter dashed through the upper hall into the bedroom. Alison was at the window, hypnotized by the sight below. “Someone’s running!”

“Get away from there!” He pulled her out of the room and into the hall.

The first thing he heard was a metallic sound—an object striking the glass, or the grillwork of the bedroom window. And then it happened.

The explosion was thunderous, the force of the vibrations hurling them to the floor. The thick glass of the bedroom window blew out in all directions, fragments imbedded themselves in the walls and the floor; pieces of grillwork rang as they struck solid objects.

The entire house shook; plaster cracked as beams were twisted. And Peter realized, as he held Alison in his arms, that there must have been two or three explosions, so closely timed as to be indistinguishable.

No. There had been four explosions, one at each side of the house, from each source of blinding light. O’Brien had been right. The strategy had been based on luring them to the windows and then throwing explosives. If they were in front of the windows, the sharp fragments of glass would be imbedded all over their bodies. Veins and arteries would be severed, heads sliced as his had been sliced so many months ago on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. The similarities were too painful. Even the plaster dust brought back images of the dirt and mud inside the reeling automobile; the woman in his arms another woman.

“Chancellor! Are you all right? Answer me!”

It was Quinn, his voice strident, in pain, from somewhere downstairs. Peter could hear automobiles racing away in the distance.

“Yes.”

“They’re gone.” O’Brien’s voice was weaker now. “We’ve got to get out of here! Now!”

Peter crawled to the edge of the staircase and reached for the hallway light switch. He snapped it on. O’Brien was bent over the bottom step, his hand gripped on the railing. He looked up at Chancellor.

His face was covered with blood.

Chancellor drove; Alison cradled O’Brien in her arms in the back seat of the unmarked car. The FBI man had fragments of glass embedded in his right arm and shoulder and numerous lacerations about his face and neck, but the wounds were not severe, merely painful.

“I think we should take you home,” said Peter, his breath still coming rapidly, accelerated by fear, “to your wife and your own doctor.”

“Do as I tell you,” replied Quinn, suppressing the effects of his pain. “My wife thinks I’m in Philadelphia; my doctor would ask questions. There’s another man we use.”

“I think questions are in order right now!”

“No one would listen to the answers.”

“You can’t do this,” said Alison, wiping O’Brien’s face with a handkerchief. “Peter’s right.”

“No, he’s not,” O’Brien winced. “We’re closer to those files than we’ve ever been. We have to find them. Take them. It’s the only answer. For us.”

“Why?” asked Peter.

“The Saint Michael’s house is restricted territory. A four-million-dollar piece of real estate that’s out of reach.”

“You reached it,” interrupted Chancellor.

“Strangely enough, I didn’t.” Quinn inhaled audibly. The pain passed, and he continued. “If the State Department or the bureau ever found out how I lied or what I divulged, I’d spend twenty years in a federal prison. I’ve violated every oath I took.”

Peter felt a rush of affection for him. “What happened?” he asked.

“I used Varak’s name with the State Department. He was a defector specialist, and I knew the clearance procedures to obtain the use of a sterile house. The bureau’s been involved with defectors before. I said it was a joint operation between my office and NSC. Varak’s name insured acceptance. My office could be questioned. Not Varak.”

Chancellor swung the car around a long curve to the right. Even in death Varak was part of everything. “Wasn’t it dangerous using Varak? He was dead. His body had to be found.”

“But his prints were burned off years ago. I’d guess that even his dental work was done under an assumed name. With the number of homicides in this city and the procedures the police have to follow, it could be a week before his identity is known.”

“What’s your point? You used Varak’s name to gain access to the Saint Michael’s house. So what? Why are we closer to the files?”

“You’d never make a lawyer. Whoever attacked us tonight had to know two specific things. One: the clearing process at State that made the house available. And two: that Varak was dead. Those four men you’re going to see. Banner, Paris, Venice, or Christopher. One of them knew both.”

Peter gripped the wheel. He remembered the words he had heard only hours ago.

I am listed in the State Department logs as being in conference at this moment …

Munro St. Claire, ambassador-extraordinary with access to the secrets of the nation, knew Varak was dead.

“Or Bravo,” said Chancellor angrily. “The fifth man.”
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There were no further sterile locations available to O’Brien. His resources had come to an end. Even the most sympathetic of his associates would not help him. Saint Michael’s One had been destroyed; a four-million-dollar piece of government property had been blown up.

There might have been explanations for that disaster, explanations that could have conceivably been in O’Brien’s favor. But there was no explanation in the intelligence community that covered the shocking revelation of a certain killing.

Varak’s corpse had been found on the scene, his body riddled with bullets. Outside the sterile house. Treason had to be considered.

Peter understood, but his understanding was of no consequence. Varak’s body had been found by the men following him, chasing him over the lawns of the Smithsonian, and it had been brought to Saint Michael’s to add an insidious complication.

No consequence. Who would listen?

The word was out A senior agent, Carroll Quinlan O’Brien, had disappeared. The urgent request for Saint Michael’s One had been relayed to the State Department from O’Brien’s office at the bureau. The clearance procedures included Varak’s name and the statement that the request was a joint operation between the FBI and NSC. The statement was false, and O’Brien was nowhere to be found.

And a secret debriefing center had been destroyed.

Phone calls made by O’Brien from booths along the highways and the back roads revealed a government net closing in with alarming swiftness. Quinn’s wife was frantic. Men had come to see her, saying terrible things—men who only days ago had been their friends. O’Brien could only try to reassure her. Quickly. He could say nothing of substance. Undoubtedly their telephone was tapped. Besides, he and Peter and Alison had to get out of each area where a call was placed. Phone booths could be traced.

Chancellor called Tony Morgan in New York. The editor was frightened: Government people had been in touch with him. And with Joshua Harris. They had made startling accusations. Peter had given false statements to a night-duty officer at the Federal Bureau of Investigation that had resulted in the deaths of Justice Department personnel. Further, he had assaulted an FBI agent in the Corcoran Gallery. The man was in critical condition; if he died, the charge would be murder. Beyond these charges there was evidence linking him to the destruction of highly classified government property, the value of which was four million dollars.

“Lies!” Peter cried. “The man I assaulted tried to kill me! He was a maniac; he was forced to resign. Did they tell you that?”

“No. Who told you? An agent named O’Brien?”

“Yes!”

“Don’t believe him. O’Brien’s an embittered career man, an incompetent. The government people made that clear. He was being eased out when you came along.”

“He saved my life!”

“Maybe he just wanted you to think so. Come back, Peter. We’ll get you the best lawyers. There are legitimate explanations, the government people realize that. My God, you’ve been under a terrible strain; last year you were barely alive. Your head was sliced half off; no one knows the extent of the damage.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it!”

“I don’t know it. I’m trying to find reasons.” Morgan’s voice cracked. He cared.

“Tony, listen to me. I haven’t much time. Don’t you see what they’re doing? They can’t admit the truth. They’ll try to correct the situation, but they can’t admit that the situation exists! Hoover’s files are missing!”

“Get away from the campfire! You’re killing yourself!” Morgan’s explosion came from deep within him.

Chancellor understood. Now Tony was being used, manipulated, too. “Did you mention the files?”

“Yes.…” Morgan could barely speak.

“Did they deny that the files were missing?”

“Of course. They were never missing because they were destroyed. Hoover himself gave the instructions.”

The lying was total. Phyllis Maxwell’s words came back to Peter. They fear infected bloodlines. Were they Phyllis’s? Or had he invented them? He was not sure any longer. Fact and fantasy had converged and they were one. The only certainty was Quinn O’Brien’s judgment:

The files had to be found and produced. There was no other way. Until then, the three of them were fugitives.

“You’ve been lied to, Tony. I wish to God it weren’t so, but it is.” He replaced the phone and ran from the booth to the car.

They found an almost deserted motel on the beach at Ocean City. Winter, two days before Christmas; there was a dearth of reservations. A doctor ministered to Quinn, taking the money but no other interest. A transient had fallen through a glass door. It was explanation enough.

On Christmas Eve the rogue agent came close to breaking. Quinn’s wife and children were less than two hours away, but they might as well have been on the other side of the world behind fences of barbed wire, crisscrossed by searchlights. He could give them no words of comfort, not even words of hope. There was only the separation and the knowledge of the pain it was causing. Peter watched as O’Brien struggled with his fear and his guilt and his loneliness, knowing that one day his words and his emotions would be put in the mind of another. On paper. Peter was watching a man of reluctant courage whose panic was consuming him and whose heart was breaking, and it both touched and outraged him.

One professional. Two amateurs. Three fugitives. It was up to them now. There wasn’t anyone else. Alison could no longer be excluded; she was needed. Together they had to solve the riddle, or the destruction would continue. They would be destroyed themselves in the process. The unfairness of it all was appalling.

It was a painful Christmas. The three of them shared what the motel manager called his Upper South Suite. It was a second-floor complex with windows facing the side of the building as well as the beach. The entrance was below them in plain sight. There was a bedroom and a sitting room with a sofa bed, along with a small kitchenette. The decor was Middle Plastic.

They waited, knowing the wait was necessary. The radio and the television set were kept on to pick up any sudden breaks in the news, any hints that one hundred miles away in Washington someone had decided to acknowledge their disappearance. They bought newspapers from the metal machine in the lobby and read thoroughly. One article caught their attention.


Saint Michael’s, Md.—An explosion caused by a malfunctioning gas furnace wrought considerable damage to a suburban home in this exclusive section of the Chesapeake. Fortunately there was no one in residence at the time. The owners, Mr. and Mrs. Chancellor O’Brien, are abroad. They are being contacted.…



“What does it mean?” asked Peter. “They want us to know they have proof we were there,” replied Quinn. “Subtle, aren’t they?”

“How could they know?”

“Easy. Fingerprints. You were in the service; mine are in any number of records.”

“But they don’t know about Alison.” Chancellor felt a surge of relief. It was quickly blunted.

“I’m afraid they do,” said O’Brien. “That’s why they used the ‘Mr. and Mrs.’ ”

“I don’t care!” Alison was angry. “I want them to know. They think they can threaten whomever they please! They won’t threaten me. I’ve got a great deal to say!”

“They’ll tell you they do, too,” said Quinn softly, walking to the window overlooking the beach and the ocean. “My guess is they’ll give you a choice—for reasons of national security. Keep silent about everything you’ve seen and heard, or face the disclosure of your mother’s activities twenty-two years ago. Activities recently come to light that cost upwards of a thousand American lives in a single day. Inevitably this will raise questions regarding your father.”

“Mac the Knife?” said Peter coldly. “Killer of Chasǒng?”

O’Brien turned from the window. “That’s too ambiguous. Traitor of Chasǒng would be more like it. Whose drug-addict wife whored for an enemy twenty-two years ago and killed American soldiers.”

“They wouldn’t dare!” cried Alison.

“It’s pretty farfetched,” added Chancellor. “They’d be in dangerous territory. It could snap back in their faces.”

“Revelations of this kind,” said O’Brien with a quiet conviction Peter recognized as being intensely personal, “are always the most dramatic. They go on page one. Later, whatever explanations there are don’t seem to be so important. The damage has been done; it’s not easily undone.”

“I don’t believe that,” countered Alison nervously. “I don’t want to believe it.”

“Take my word for it. It’s the story of Hoover’s files.”

“Then, let’s get the files,” said Peter, folding the newspaper. “We’ll start with Jacob Dreyfus.”

“He’s Christopher, isn’t he?” asked Alison.

“Yes.”

“It’s appropriate,” she said, turning her head to look at O’Brien. “I can’t believe there’s no one we can turn to.”

“There’s a senator,” interrupted Peter. “We can go to him.”

“But even he’ll want more than the case I built,” said Quinn. “Perhaps not two days ago, but now he will.”

“What do you mean?” Chancellor was alarmed. The other evening O’Brien had been so sure of himself. The files were missing; Quinn had the evidence. Things were desperate now.

“I mean we can’t go to him.”

“Why not?”

“Saint Michael’s happened. Destruction of government property, violations of security procedures. He’s bound by oath to report it if we make contact. If he doesn’t, it’s obstruction of justice.”

“Shit! Words.”

“Law. He may offer to help; if Varak was right, he probably will. But it’ll be after the fact. He’ll insist we surrender ourselves. Legally that’s the only position he can take.”

“And if we do, that’s where they want us! It’s no good!”

Alison touched his arm. “Who are they,’ Peter?”

Chancellor paused. The answer to her question was as appalling as the circumstances in which they found themselves. “Everyone. The man who has the files wants to kill us; we know that now. The people who know the files are missing refuse to acknowledge it and want us quiet. They’re willing to sacrifice us to get that silence. Yet, they want the same thing we do.” Peter walked slowly across the room past O’Brien to the window. He looked out at the ocean. “You know, Bravo said something to me. He said that four and a half years ago he steered me into a world I hadn’t considered. He told me to go back to that world, leave the real one to others. To him and people like him.” He turned from the window. “But they’re not good enough. I don’t know if we are, but I know they’re not.”

Jacob Dreyfus rose from the breakfast table, not a little annoyed. The butler said the White House was on the line. The damned fool was probably calling to wish him Merry Christmas. Merry Christmas! It would not have occurred to the President to call on the first day of Chanukah. That was on the twenty-fifth day of Kislev, and not exactly a date commemorating the birth of Christ.

The word was that the man was drinking heavily. It was not surprising. There had been no administration in the history of the republic like this one. The venality was unsurpassed, the lust for power the essential evil. Of course, the man drank heavily. It was his balm of Gilead.

Jacob considered not taking the call, but respect for the office demanded that he do so.

“Good morning, Mr. Pres—”

“I’m not the President,” a voice said. “I’m someone else. Just as you are someone else, Christopher.”

The blood drained from Jacob’s face. It was suddenly difficult to breathe. His gaunt legs were weak; he thought he might fall to the floor. The secret of a lifetime was known. It was beyond belief. “Who’s this?”

“A man who’s been working for you. My name is Peter Chancellor, and I’ve done my job too well. I’ve learned things I’m sure you never intended me to learn. And because of that we have to meet. Today. Early this afternoon.”

“This afternoon?…” Dreyfus felt faint. Peter Chancellor, the writer? How in the name of God could the writer have done this? “I don’t make appointments on such short notice.”

“You’ll make this one,” said Chancellor.

The writer was nervous; Jacob could sense it. “I don’t take orders. Nor have I ever heard of a Christopher. You used a clever ruse in reaching me. However, I enjoy your little entertainments. If you’d care to lunch with me one day next week.”

“This afternoon. No lunch.”

“You don’t listen—”

“I don’t have to. It’s possible my ‘little entertainments’ aren’t important anymore. Maybe I’m interested in other things. Perhaps you and I can reach an understanding.”

“I can’t imagine there being an understanding between us.”

“There won’t be if you talk to the others. Any of them.”

“The others?”

“Banner, Paris, Venice, or Bravo. Don’t talk to them.”

Jacob’s body trembled. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying they don’t understand you. I think I do. That’s the writer’s job—to try to understand people. That’s why you people used me, isn’t it? I believe I understand you. The other’s can’t”

“What are you talking about?” Dreyfus could not control his hands.

“Let’s call it a splendid temptation. Anyone familiar with Chasǒng would grasp the logic. But the others, they’d kill you for it.”

“Chasǒng? Kill me?” Jacob’s eyes blurred. A terrible error had been made! “Where do you want to meet?”

“There’s a stretch of beach north of Ocean City in Maryland; any cab driver can find it. So take a cab, and come alone. Get a pencil, Christopher. I’ll give you the directions. Be there by one thirty.”

Perspiration poured down Peter’s forehead. He leaned against the glass panel of the telephone booth. He had done it; he had actually done it. An idea born of fiction worked in fact!

The strategy was to present Christopher—as he would present the others—with options. If Christopher had the files, he could draw only one conclusion: He had been found out. If so, he would agree to meet for the sole purpose of killing the man who had unearthed him. It was doubtful in that case he would come alone.

If Christopher did not have the files, there were two alternatives: Dismiss the caller, refusing to meet. Or agree to meet on the dreadful possibility that one or all of the others had betrayed their cause. In this case he would come alone.

Only the middle option—dismissal—exonerated the candidate. And Christopher had not chosen it. Peter wondered if any of them would choose it.

Alison tapped on the door. For a second he simply looked at her through the glass, struck once again by her lovely face, and the intelligent eyes that conveyed love in the midst of anxiety.

He pulled the door open. “One down.”

“How did it go?”

“It depends on how you look at it. He’ll be here.”

The love and the anxiety remained in Alison’s eyes. But now there was an added element.
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Frederick Wells looked up from the Christmas breakfast table, astonished. He was not at all sure he had heard the maid’s words accurately through the shouts of the children.

“Be quiet!” he ordered; the table was silent, “What did you say?”

“The White House is on the telephone, sir,” replied the maid.

The squeals that accompanied the statement served only to remind Wells that he had married too late in life. At least, too late to have young children. If the truth were known, he did not really like children; they were fundamentally uninteresting.

He rose from the table, his eyes briefly locking with his wife’s. She seemed to be reading his thoughts.

Why in heaven’s name would the White House be calling? Short of blatantly insulting the President and his corps of incompetents, Frederick Wells had made his position clear. He did not approve of the man in the White House.

Was it possible the President was using the pretext of Christmas greetings to offer olive branches to his enemies? The man had an embarrassment of embarrassments.

Wells closed the door of his study and walked to his desk, his eyes falling on the row of Yuan and Ming vases locked behind the glass in the case. They were exquisite; he never tired of looking at them. They reminded him that there was peace and beauty in the midst of ugliness.

He picked up the phone.

“Mr. Frederick Wells?”

Sixty seconds later his personal world had collapsed. The writer had done it! How was immaterial, the fact was everything!

Inver Brass could protect itself. Instant dissolution, nonexistent records.… If need be, a second justifiable assassination, removing Peter Chancellor from this world.

But what about him? Banner had all the weapons save one. And that remaining weapon was exposure. Exposure of a name over which he had absolutely no control. To Wells, exposure was tantamount to destruction.

A lifetime wasted!

Still he could fight. This time on a country road west of Baltimore. An accommodation had to be reached. For everyone’s good.

His eyes fell once again on the Chinese vases behind the glass. They did nothing for him.

Carlos Montelán sat back in the church pew and watched with a certain detached hostility as the priest went through the incantations of the Christmas mass. He would not kneel; there were limits to the hypocrisy he indulged in for his wife and family.

Boston was not Madrid, but the memories were too sharp still. The Spanish church had been a sworn companion of the political winds, concentrating on its own survival without compassion for its brutalized flocks.

Montelán felt the vibration an instant before he heard the hum. The worshippers in the immediate vicinity were startled; several turned toward him, their faces angry. The Lord’s house was being intruded upon by an alien caller, but the recipient of the call was a great man, an advisor to Presidents. The Lord’s house was not immune to the emergencies of this man’s world.

Carlos thrust his hand inside his jacket, shutting off the sound. His wife and children turned; he nodded to them, got out of the pew, and walked up the marble aisle past flickering candles. He went outside, found a telephone booth, and called his service.

The White House was trying to find him, but he was not to return the call. It had to be made on a special telephone. He was to leave a number where he could be reached.

The conspiracies of idiotas! thought Montelán. He gave the number of the telephone booth.

The telephone rang, its strident bell echoing harshly within the booth. Swiftly Carlos removed the instrument and brought it to his face.

The words had the effect of sharp knives entering his stomach; the pain was ice cold. The writer had found him out! Everything he had done, everything he had agreed to, was exploded in the accusations of Peter Chancellor.

The agreement, his pact, had been necessary! It was the final preservation of Inver Brass’s integrity! There could be no other way!

The writer had to be made to understand! Yes, of course, he’d meet with him. A golf course, east of Annapolis, the tenth green? Yes, he’d find it The hour did not matter; he would be there shortly past midnight.

His hand trembling, Montelán hung up the phone. For several moments he stood in the cold, staring at the instrument. He wondered briefly whether he should pick it up again and call Jacob Dreyfus.

No, he could not do that. Christopher was a very old man. A coronary was not out of the question.

Daniel Sutherland drank his sherry and listened to his son, Aaron, hold forth with his two sisters and their husbands. The couples had flown in from Cleveland for Christmas; the children were in the sun-room with their grandmother and Aaron’s wife, wrapping presents. Aaron, as usual, held his audience mesmerized.

The judge watched his son with profoundly mixed emotions. Love was paramount, of course, but close to it was disapproval. The newspapers called Aaron a firebrand, the brilliant attorney of the legitimate black left. Still, Daniel wished he weren’t so fiery, so sure that only he had the answers to the problems of race.

There was such hatred in his son’s eyes, and hatred was not the way; there was no essential strength in it. One day his son would learn that. And one day he would also learn that his ill-conceived loathing of all whites was not only fruitless but often misplaced.

His name said something about that. It had been given him by the dearest friend Daniel had ever had. Jacob Dreyfus.

His name must be Aaron, Jacob had said. The older brother of Moses, the first priest of the Hebrews. It is a beautiful name, Daniel. And he is a beautiful son.

The telephone rang.

Aaron’s wife, Abby, came through the door. As always Daniel looked at her lovingly, and not without a certain awe. Alberta Wright Sutherland was, perhaps, the finest black actress in the country. Tall, erect, with a magnificent presence that could, when necessary, subdue her own husband. Her audience, unfortunately, was limited by her taste. She would not accept roles that exploited either her sex or her race.

“I’ll try to deliver the line with a straight face, all right?” she said.

“All right, my dear.”

“The White House is on the telephone.”

“It’s bewildering, to say the least,” said Daniel, getting out of the chair. “I’ll take it in the dining room.”

It was bewildering. His last four appellate decisions had infuriated the administration, its disapproval expressed in print.

“This is Judge Sutherland.”

“You’re also Venice,” said the flat, hard voice on the phone.

The writer had done it! The commitment of a lifetime was suddenly, awesomely, suspended. If it was destroyed, there was nothing, for nothing was worth the loss. The deceivers would inherit the earth.

Daniel listened carefully, weighing each word the writer spoke, each inflection.

There might be a way. It was a desperate strategy, one he was not sure he could survive, much less execute. But it had to be attempted.

Deception.

“Tomorrow morning, Mr. Chancellor. At sunrise. The inlet east of Deal Island, the trawler moorings. I’ll find it I’ll find you.”

Sutherland’s eyes were focused absently over the telephone, through the hallway arch into the distant living room. His daughter-in-law came into view. She stood erect and proud.

She had been a superb Medea, Daniel recalled. He remembered her final words in the last act, a cry to the heavens.

Here are my babes, bloodied and slain for the love of a god named Jason!

Sutherland wondered why those words came back to him. Then he knew.

They had been in the corner of his mind only seconds ago.
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The winter wind came in gusts off the water, bending the wild grass on the dunes. The sun kept breaking through the fast-moving clouds above, intensely bright when it did so but carrying no warmth in its rays. It was early afternoon on Christmas day, and it was cold on the beach.

Chancellor looked down at his footprints. He had been pacing back and forth between the boundaries prescribed by Quinn O’Brien. From within that ten-yard space he had a clean sightline to the clump of foliage above the dunes to the left of the planked path that led from the road. O’Brien was stationed there, concealed from any view but Peter’s.

According to O’Brien the tactic was basic. He would wait in the cluster of wild bushes as Jacob Dreyfus arrived. He would make sure that Dreyfus dismissed the cab as he’d been instructed to do; in the event Christopher betrayed them—either by not dismissing the cab or by having his own men in nearby vehicles—Quinn would signal Peter, and they would race to a concealed area above an adjacent beach, where Alison waited in the unmarked car.

This aspect of self-protection Quinn called “up front.” The more immediate and less controllable protection was up to Peter. In his jacket pocket was the short-barreled .38-caliber revolver he had taken from Paul Bromley on the train. The gun that had been meant to kill him. He was to use it if he had to.

Peter heard a short, piercing whistle: the first signal. The taxi was in sight.

He could not tell how many minutes passed before the gaunt figure came into view. Each second was interminable; the pounding in his chest unbearable. He watched the small, frail Dreyfus unsteadily inch his way over the planks toward the open beach. He was so much older than Peter had pictured him, older and infinitely more fragile. The wind off the ocean buffeted him; sand whipped against him, causing him to bow and twist his head; his cane kept slipping on the planks.

He came to the end of the boarded path to the beach and poked his cane into the sand before stepping off. Chancellor could sense the question in the eyes behind the thick glasses. The wracked body did not want to make the rest of the journey; could not the younger man come to him?

But Quinn had been adamant Position was everything; rapid escape had to be considered. Peter held his place, and Dreyfus painfully continued over the windswept beach.

Dreyfus fell. Chancellor started across the sand but was stopped by the waving arms of O’Brien beyond. The FBI agent was firm, his message clear.

Dreyfus was within thirty feet, his face seen clearly now. Somehow the banker understood; his expression turned to one of determination. Using his cane, he struggled to his feet Unsteadily, blinking against the wind and the sand, he walked up to Chancellor; no hand was offered.

“We meet,” said Dreyfus simply. “I have things to say to you, and you have things to say to me. Which of us shall begin?”

“Did you follow my instructions?” asked Peter, as he had been instructed to ask.

“Of course I did. We have information to exchange; we both want to know what the other knows. Why add complications? You’re wanted, you know.”

“Yes. For the wrong reasons.”

“The people hunting you don’t think so. However, that’s irrelevant If you’re not guilty, your innocence can be established.”

“The only thing I’m guilty of is being a goddamned fool! Besides, we’re not here to discuss me.”

“We’re here to discuss certain events that affect both of us.” Dreyfus brought his hand up to shield his face from a sudden guest of wind. “We must reach an understanding.”

“I don’t have to reach anything with you! I’ve been manipulated, lied to, shot at. Four men were killed—four that I know about. Three I watched die. God knows how many people have been driven out of their minds by a whisper over the telephone! You know who they are. I know several.” Peter looked away briefly at the water, then turned back to Dreyfus. “I’ve written it all down. It’s not what you expected me to write, but I wrote it Now, you either reach an understanding with me, or I let the world know who you really are.”

Dreyfus stared at him in silence for several moments, the sound of the wind the only intrusion between them. His eyes were devoid of fear. “And who do you think I am? What do you think I am?”

“You’re Jacob Dreyfus, known as Christopher.”

“I concede that. I don’t know how you unearthed it, but it’s a name I carry with pride.”

“Maybe you deserved it until you turned on them.”

“Turned on whom?”

“The others. Banner, Paris, Venice, Bravo. You betrayed them.”

“Betrayed them? Betrayed Paris? Venice? You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Chasǒng! Chasǒng’s in Hoover’s files, and you’ve got them!”

Jacob Dreyfus stood motionless, his skull-like face a mirror of shock. “Almighty God, you believe that?”

“You’ve worked with the State Department!”

“On many occasions.”

“You could easily trace a sterile location if you knew where to look!”

“Perhaps. If I knew what it was.”

“You knew Varak was dead!”

“Varak dead? That can’t be!”

“You’re lying!”

“You’re a madman. And dangerous. Whatever you’ve written down must be destroyed. You don’t know what you’ve done. Over forty years of service to the country, countless millions spent. You must understand. I must make you understand!”

The unbelievable was happening! Dreyfus reached into his overcoat, his bony hand trembling. Peter knew he was reaching for a gun.

“Don’t do that! For Christ’s sake, don’t!”

“I have no choice.”

Behind Dreyfus, on the mountain of sand in the cluster of wild bushes, Chancellor could see the figure of O’Brien suddenly stand up. He was seeing what Peter saw: The old man was going to take out a gun. He had come alone, but he had come armed. At the last he was prepared to kill.

Chancellor gripped the weapon in his own pocket, his finger on the trigger. He could not squeeze it! He could not pull the trigger!

A shot was heard above the wind. Dreyfus’s head snapped back, his throat a mass of blood and shattered bone. His body arched, then fell on its side in the sand. Beyond, O’Brien lowered the gun and raced over the dunes.

Christopher was dead, killed on a deserted stretch of windswept beach.

And then Peter saw what was in his hand. It was a folded page of paper. Not a gun. A letter. He knelt down, overwhelmed by a sense of revulsion, and removed the paper. He stood up, his breathing erratic, the pain in his temple robbing him of thought O’Brien was beside him; the FBI man took the paper and unfolded it. Chancellor stared at it, and together they read it. It was a Xeroxed copy of a handwritten letter. The addressee was a single name: Paris.


I.B. must be dissolved. Venice and Bravo agree with this conclusion. I can see it in their eyes, although we have not discussed it among ourselves. We are consumed with memories. But we are old and have very little time left What concerns me deeply is that the end may come for one or all of us without the proper means for dissolution. Or worse, that our faculties will desert us, and our old tongues will rattle. This can never be allowed. Therefore, I beg you, should age destroy reason, do for one or ail of us what we cannot do for ourselves. Under separate cover the tablets have been sent to you by messenger. Place them in old men’s mouths and pray for us.

If this is impossible for you, show this letter to Varak. He will understand and carry out what must be done.

Lastly, to Banner, whose weakness is his commitment to his own extraordinary capabilities. He will be tempted to carry on I.B. This also cannot be allowed. Our time is past. If he insists, Varak again will know what to do.

The above is our covenant.

Christopher



“He said he didn’t know what a sterile location was,” said Peter weakly.

“He didn’t know Varak was dead,” added O’Brien softly, rereading the letter. “He wasn’t the one.”

Chancellor turned away and wandered aimlesssly toward the water. He fell to his knees in the lapping waves and vomited.

They buried the body of Jacob Dreyfus in the sand beneath the dunes. The question of responsibility was not considered; time was needed. Desperately. Responsibility would come later.

Frederick Wells would not be met on an expanse of abandoned beach. Instead, the man known as Banner was to walk into a field south of a stretch of road off Route 40 west of Baltimore. O’Brien had used the location for an informer drop less than six months before. He knew it well.

It was a curving section of the highway removed from all-night diners and filling stations; it was bordered by fields that looked like marshland in the darkness.

Peter waited in the field several hundred feet beyond the embankment where Wells was to park his car. He looked up at headlights racing down the highway, flickering and magnified in the rain that drenched the field and sent chills throughout his body. O’Brien had concealed himself halfway down the embankment, his weapon drawn, waiting. Again, Chancellor had his instructions: At the first sign of the unexpected he was to immobilize Frederick Wells with his gun. Fire it, if need be.

For added precaution O’Brien had a flashlight. Should Wells bring others with him, Quinn would switch on the light, covering the lens with his fingers, and wave it in circles. It was the signal for Peter to run across the field and up to the road, where Alison waited in the car.

There were two blasts of an impatient horn from the road. An automobile slowed down and pulled over on the shoulder; the car behind swung around it, accelerating in anger.

The automobile stopped by the embankment, and a lone figure climbed out. It was Frederick Wells; he walked to the railing overlooking the field and peered through the rain.

The beam of light shot down briefly from the far end of the embankment. It was O’Brien’s first signal. Wells was alone; there were no overt signs of a weapon. Peter did not move; it was up to Banner to come to him.

Wells climbed over the railing and made his way down the incline. Chancellor crouched in the wet grass and withdrew the .38.

“Take your hands out of your pockets!” he shouted as he’d been instructed to shout. “Walk forward slowly with your hands at your sides.”

Wells stopped and stood motionless in the rain, then did as he was told. His bare hands held out at his sides, he walked into the darkness of the field. When he was within five feet, Peter rose from the ground.

“Stop right here!”

Wells gasped, his eyes wide. “Chancellor?” He took several deep breaths, blinking as the rain pounded down on his face, saying nothing until his breathing was steady—an Oriental exercise to suspend thought, to restore calm.

“Listen to me, Chancellor,” Wells said at last “You’re beyond your depth. You’ve made friends with the wrong people. I can only appeal to whatever feeling you have for this country to give me their names. I know one, of course. Give me the rest”

Peter was stunned. Wells had taken the initiative. “What are you talking about?”

“The files! Files M through Z! They have them, and they’re using you. I don’t know what they’ve promised you—what he’s promised you. If it’s your life, I’ll guarantee it far better than he could. The girl’s, too.”

Chancellor stared at the shadowed, wet face of Frederick Wells. “You think somebody sent me. You think I’m a messenger. I never mentioned the files to you over the phone.”

“Did you think you had to? For God’s sake, stop it! Destroying Inver Brass is no answer! Don’t let them do it!”

“Inver Brass?” Peter’s mind raced back to the handwritten letter in a dead man’s hand, the covenant between Christopher and Paris. I.B. must be dissolved.… I.B.… Inver Brass.

“You can’t become a part of it, Chancellor! Don’t you see what he’s done? He programed you too well; you learned much too quickly. You were closing in on him! He can’t kill you now; he knows we’d know he did it So he tells you things, reveals Inver Brass, feeds you lies so you’ll set us against one another!”

“Who?”

“The man who has the files. Varak!”

“Oh, Christ.…” Peter’s stomach knotted.

It was not Frederick Wells.

“I have the answer.” Wells was speaking in his sharp, nasal voice; Peter barely listened, so futile did everything suddenly seem. “It will extricate you and get the files back. They must be taken! You tell Varak there’s no way he can connect Inver Brass with the events of last May. There are no records, no transactions that can be traced. Varak was the killer, not Inver Brass. He did his job too well; there are no links. But I can and will raise disturbing questions about his every move from the tenth of April through the night of May first. I’ll do it in a way that will leave no doubt; he’ll be exposed. And we remain unknown. Carry that message back.”

It was all too much for Peter. Truths, half-truths, and lies piled on abstractions; dates woven into a fabric of accusations. “You think Varak betrayed the others?”

“I know it! It’s why you must work with me. The country needs me now. Varak has those files!”

The rain came down in torrents. “Get out of here,” Peter said.

“Not until I have your word.”

“Get out of here!”

“You don’t understand!” Wells could not tolerate the dismissal. His arrogance gave way to desperation. “The country needs me! I must lead Inver Brass. The others are old, weak! Their time is finished. I’m the one! I must have those files. I’m in them!”

Chancellor raised the revolver. “Get out of here before I kill you.”

“You want that excuse, don’t you? That’s what you really want!” Banner’s words were rushed, his voice again strident, now panicked. “Varak told you it was me, didn’t he? I had nothing to do with it! It was him! I asked him to intercede with Bravo, that’s all I asked him to do! He was closest to St. Claire; everyone knew that. He was sworn to protect us all, each one of us.… You were going back to Nuremberg! We couldn’t allow you to do that! Varak understood!”

“Nuremberg.…” Peter felt the rain on his skin. It had been raining the night his silver Continental was hit, the night Cathy had died. There was a highway in the distance now, as there was then; and an embankment. And the rain.

“But good God! I never wanted him to kill you! Or the girl! That was his decision; he was never afraid to act.”

Varak. Longworth. The horrible mask of a face behind the wheel. A driver at night oblivious to the storm, staring straight ahead as he killed.

Varak, the professional, who used vehicles as weapons.

The pain in his temple was unendurable. Peter raised the gun, pointing it at Banner’s head. He squeezed the trigger.

Banner’s life was saved by the inexperience of an amateur. The safety catch prevented the hammer from exploding the shell.

Frederick Wells ran through the rain toward the road.

East of Annapolis, several miles beyond the Severn River, were the rolling hills of the Chanticlaire. It was a patrician golf club formed in the thirties by the proper aristocrats, thus given to exclusivity, and by extension, it was a gathering place for executives of the Central Intelligence Agency, an organization prone to the old school tie.

It was also used as an information drop between agents of the FBI and the CIA during those times when J. Edgar Hoover stopped the flow of data from the former to the latter. O’Brien knew it well; it was to be the meeting ground for Carlos Montelán. Paris was to be there no sooner than midnight, no later than twelve thirty. On the tenth tee; the instructions were clear.

Quinn took the wheel; he knew the back roads from Route 40 to the Chanticlaire. Alison and Peter sat in the back. Chancellor did his best to dry off, his mind still numbed by the shock of Banner’s revelation.

“He killed her,” said Peter, drained, absently watching the headlights in the diminishing rain. “Varak killed Cathy. What kind of man was he?”

Alison gripped his hand. O’Brien spoke from behind the wheel.

“I can’t answer that But I don’t think he thought in terms of life and death. In certain situations he thought only of eliminating problems.”

“He wasn’t human.”

“He was a specialist.”

“Which is the coldest thing I’ve ever heard.”

O’Brien found an out-of-the-way country inn. They went inside for warmth and coffee.

“Inver Brass,” said Quinn at the table in the dimly lit dining room. “What is it?”

“Frederick Wells assumed I knew,” replied Peter. “Just as he assumed Varak had sent me to him.”

“You’re sure he wasn’t feeding you false information? Trying to throw you off?”

“I’m sure. His panic was genuine. He’s in the files. Whatever’s there could ruin him.”

“Inver Brass,” repeated O’Brien quietly. “The inver is Scottish, the brass could be anything. What does the combination mean?”

“I think you’re overcomplicating things,” said Peter. “It’s the name they’ve given their nucleus.”

“Their what?”

“Sorry. My ‘Nucleus.’ ”

“Your book?” asked Alison.

“Yes.”

“I’d better read that damned manuscript,” said O’Brien.

“Is there any way,” asked Chancellor, “that we can trace Varak’s movements from April tenth through May second of this year?”

“Not now there isn’t,” O’Brien answered.

“We know Hoover died May second,” continued Peter. “So the implication—”

“The implication won’t stand scrutiny,” interrupted Quinn. “Hoover died of heart failure. That’s been established.”

“By whom?”

“Medical records. They were fragmentary but complete enough.”

“So we’re back at the beginning,” concluded Peter wearily.

“No, we’re not,” said Quinn, looking at his watch. “We’ve eliminated two candidates. It’s time for the third.”

It was the most secure contact location the FBI man had engineered, and for that reason he was particularly cautious. They arrived at the Chanticlaire an hour before Montelán was due to appear; the agent explored the area thoroughly. When he had finished, he told Peter to walk out to the tenth tee while Alison remained in the car at the far end of the drive near the gates and he concealed himself in the grass off the fairway.

The ground was wet, but the rain had stopped. The moon struggled to penetrate the passing clouds, its light progressively getting brighter. Chancellor waited in the shadows of an overhanging tree.

He heard the sound of a car driving through the open gate and looked at the radium dial of his wristwatch. It was five minutes past midnight; Montelán was anxious. Yet no more filled with anxiety than he was, reflected Peter. He felt the handle of the gun in his jacket pocket.

In less than a minute he saw the figure of Carlos Montelán walking rapidly around the corner of the clubhouse. The Spaniard was walking too fast, Peter thought. A frightened man was a cautious man; the figure coming toward him was not cautious.

“Mr. Chancellor?” Paris began calling fifty yards from the tee. He stopped and put his left hand into his overcoat pocket Peter took out his .38 and leveled it in front of him, watching in silence.

Montelán pulled his hand from his pocket. Chancellor lowered the gun. Paris held a flashlight; he turned it on, shooting the beam in several directions. The shaft of light hit Peter.

“Turn off the light!” yelled Chancellor, crouching.

“As you wish.” The shaft of light disappeared.

Remembering O’Brien’s instructions, Peter ran several yards away from his former position, keeping his eyes on Montelán. The Spaniard made no extraneous moves; he had no weapon. Chancellor stood up, knowing he could be seen in the moonlight.

“I’m over here,” he said.

Montelán turned, adjusting his eyes. “Sorry about the light. I won’t do that again.” He approached Peter. “I had no trouble coming here. Your directions were excellent.”

In the pale yellow light Peter could see Montelán’s face. It was strong, the features Latin, the dark eyes searching. Peter realized there was no fear in the man. In spite of the fact that he had been told to meet a stranger, known to him by name only, on an isolated golf course in the middle of the night—a stranger he had to at least consider might do him violence—Paris behaved as though their meeting were merely a mutually desirable business conference.

“This is a gun in my hand,” said Chancellor, raising the barrel.

Montelán squinted. “Why?”

“After what you’ve done to me—what Inver Brass has done to me—can you even ask?”

“I don’t know what’s been done to you.”

“You’re lying.”

“Let me put it this way. I know that you were given misinformation on the premise that you might write a novel based on that false information. It was hoped this might alarm certain individuals who are part of a conspiracy and force them to reveal themselves. In all candor I’ve doubted the wisdom of the exercise since I first heard of it”

“That’s all you’ve learned?”

“I gather there’s been some unpleasantness, but we were given assurance that no harm would come to you.”

“Who are the ‘certain individuals’? What’s the ‘conspiracy’?”

Paris paused for a moment as if resolving a conflict within himself. “If no one’s told you, perhaps it’s time someone did. There is a conspiracy. A very real and dangerous one. An entire section of J. Edgar Hoover’s private files is missing. They’ve disappeared.”

“How do you know that?”

Again Montelán fell briefly silent, then having made the decision, continued. “I can’t give you specifics, but since you mentioned the name and—more to the point—referred to the others in your telephone call this morning, I must assume you’ve learned more than was intended for you to learn. It doesn’t matter; it’s coming to an end. Inver Brass managed to get hold of the remaining files.”

“How?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“A little of both, perhaps.”

“That’s not good enough!”

“Do you know a man named Varak?” asked Paris softly, as if Chancellor had not shouted.

“Yes.”

“Ask him. He may tell you, he may not”

Peter studied the Spaniard’s face in the moonlight. Montelán was not lying. He did not know of Varak’s death. Chancellor felt a hollowness in his throat; a third contender had been eliminated. Questions remained, but the most vital issue was resolved. Paris did not have the files.

“What did you mean when you said it didn’t matter what I’d learned? That it was ‘coming to an end’?”

“The days of Inver Brass are over.”

“What exactly is Inver Brass?”

“I presumed you knew.”

“Don’t presume anything!”

Again the Spaniard paused before he spoke. “A group of men dedicated to the well-being of this nation.”

“A nucleus,” said Peter.

“I imagine it could be called that,” replied Montelán. “It’s made up of outstanding men, men of extraordinary character and great love for their country.”

“Are you one of them?”

“I was privileged to be asked.”

“This is the group that was formed to warn Hoover’s victims?”

“It has had many functions.”

“How many weeks ago were you asked to join? Or was it months?”

For the first time Paris seemed bewildered. “Weeks? Months? I’ve been a member for four years.”

“Four years?!” There was the dissonant chord again. As far as Peter knew, the group—St. Claire’s nucleus, this Inver Brass—had been formed to combat Hoover’s final and most vicious tactic: the exploitation of fear through his private files. It was a late-in-the-day defense born of necessity. A year, a year and a half, two years at the most, had been the span of its existence. Yet Paris spoke of four years.…

And Jacob Dreyfus had used the phrase “forty years of service”; then he’d followed it with a reference to “countless millions spent.” At the time, during those moments of panic on the beach, Chancellor had thought Dreyfus had somehow been referring to himself. But now  … forty years … countless millions.

Frederick Well’s biting words suddenly came back to Peter. The country needs me. I must lead Inver Brass. The others are old, weak! Their time is finished. I’m the one!

Four years … forty years! Countless millions.

And finally Peter remembered Dreyfus’s letter to Montelán. The covenant between Christopher and Paris.

We are consumed with memories.…

Memories of what?

“Who are you people?” he asked, staring at Montelán.

“Beyond what I’ve said, I’ll say no more. You were right, Mr. Chancellor. I presumed. In any event, I’m not here to discuss such matters. I came to try to convince you not to interfere any longer. Your inclusion was an error of judgment by a brilliant but frustrated man. There was no great harm as long as you remained in the background, poking among the ruins, but should you surface and be asked questions publicly, that would be disaster.”

“You’re frightened,” said Chancellor, surprised. “You pretend to be very cool, but underneath you’re frightened out of your wits.”

“I most certainly am. For you as well as for all of us.”

“Does ‘us’ mean Inver Brass?”

“And many others. There’s a rift in this country between the people and its leaders. There is corruption at the highest levels of government; it goes beyond mere power politics. The Constitution has been seriously assaulted, our way of life threatened. I’m not being melodramatic; I’m telling you the truth. Perhaps a person not bora here, who has seen it happen before, understands more clearly what these things mean.”

“What’s the answer? Or is there one?”

“There certainly is. The rigid, dispassionate application of the legal process. I repeat, dispassionate. The people must be awakened to the real dangers of abuse. Clearly, reasonably, not propelled by emotional accusations and demands for recrimination. The system will work if it’s given the chance; the process has begun. It’s no time for explosive disclosures. It’s a time for intensive examination. And reflection.”

“I see,” said Peter slowly. “And it’s not the time for the exposure of Inver Brass, is it?”

“No,” said Montelán firmly.

“Perhaps it will never be.”

“Perhaps. I told you. Its time has passed.”

“Is that why you have your covenant with Jacob Dreyfus? With Christopher?”

It was as though Paris had been slapped harshly across the face. “I wondered,” he said softly. “I nearly called him but thought better of it. So you reached him.”

“I reached him.”

“I’m sure he spoke as I have. His devotion to this country is infinite. He understands.”

“I don’t. I don’t understand any of you people.”

“Because your knowledge is limited. And you’ll learn no more from me. I can only beg you again to go away. If you continue, I think you’ll be killed.”

“That’s been suggested. One last question: What happened at Chasǒng?”

“Chasǒng? The Battle of Chasǒng?”

“Yes.”

“A terrible waste. Thousands lost over an inconsequential stretch of barren territory. Megalomania superseded civilian authority. It’s on the record.”

Peter realized he still held the gun in his hand. It was meaningless; he put it back in his pocket.

“Go back to Boston,” he said.

“You’ll consider carefully everything I’ve said?”

“Yes.” But he knew he would have to go on.

For Daniel Sutherland, O’Brien had chosen an inlet east of Deal Island on the Chesapeake. The rendezvous was a commercial marina where fishing boats were moored, primarily oyster craft that would by necessity stay in shore for another week or two. The beds were poor; the ocean was not hospitable at this point in December.

The waves lapped incessantly against the pilings beneath the docks. The creaking of the boats at their moorings kept up a steady, snapping tattoo as the gulls cawed in the sky above in the early light.

Venice. The last of the candidates, thought Peter as he sat on an oily railing of a trawler at the end of the dock. The last, that is, unless Bravo was the one. That Peter would go back to Munro St. Claire seemed certain. The possibility that Sutherland was the betrayer of Inver Brass, the whispering killer who had the files, was remote. But then nothing was as it seemed to be. Anything was conceivable.

Sutherland had told him that the committee formed to combat Hoover’s viciousness had been disbanded. Too, Sutherland had maintained that the files had been destroyed. As a member of Inver Brass he knew both were lies.

But why would Sutherland want the files? Why would he kill? Why would he belie the law he championed?

Peter could barely distinguish the entrance to the dock, beyond the hoist pulleys and the engine winches. They formed a strange, silhouetted archway, sharp black lines against a background of gray. He looked across the short span of water to his right where he knew O’Brien lay concealed on the deck of a scow. He turned his head to the left, trying to make out the automobile sandwiched between dry-docked oyster boats pulled out of the water for repairs. Alison was in the car. In her hand was a book of matches, a single match torn off, ready to strike. It was to be struck and held in the window, its flame shielded from the front, should there be anyone but the judge in Sutherland’s automobile.

Suddenly, Peter heard the low tones of a powerful engine approaching in the distance. Moments later dual headlight beams shot through the fenced entrance into the shipyard, reflecting off the dry-docked hulls. The automobile continued on, turning right down a wide space between the boats toward the water’s edge.

The headlights were shut off, leaving a lingering residue of light in Chancellor’s eyes. He crouched below the gunwale of the trawler and kept watching the base of the dock. Lapping waves slapped against pilings in erratic rhythms; the creaking of boats continued ceaselessly.

A car door opened and closed, and moments later Sutherland’s immense figure emerged from the darkness and filled a large area under the arch of steel and the taut metal coils of the winches. He walked out on the dock toward Peter, his footsteps heavy and cautious but without hesitation.

He reached the end of the dock and stood motionless, looking across the bay, a giant black man at dawn by the water’s edge. Daniel Sutherland looked as if he were the last man on earth, contemplating the end of the universe. Or waiting for a barge to dock and men to order a huge buck to start unloading.

Peter stood up, pushing himself away from the trawler’s railing, his hand in his pocket, gripping the gun. “Good morning, Judge. Or should I call you Venice?”

Sutherland turned and looked toward the trawler’s slip where Chancellor stood on the narrow walkway. He said nothing.

“I said good morning,” continued Chancellor softly, even courteously, unable to shut out the respect he felt for this man who had achieved so much in a lifetime.

“I heard you,” replied Sutherland in his resonant voice, itself a weapon. “You called me Venice.”

“That’s the name you’re known by. That’s the name Inver Brass gave you.”

“You’re only half right It’s a name I gave myself.”

“When? Forty years ago?”

Sutherland did not at first reply. He seemed to absorb Peter’s statement with equal degrees of ire and astonishment, equally controlled. “When’s not important. Neither’s the name.”

“I think both are. Does Venice mean what I think it means?”

“Yes. The Moor.”

“Othello was a killer.”

“This Moor is not.”

“That’s what I’m here to find out. You lied to me.”

“I misled you for your own good. You should never have been involved at the start.”

“I’m sick of hearing that. Why was I, then?”

“Because other solutions had failed. You seemed worth a try. We faced a national catastrophe.”

“Hoover’s missing files?”

Sutherland paused, his large dark eyes locked with Chancellor’s. “You’ve learned then,” he said. “It’s true. Those files had to be found and destroyed, but all attempts to locate them had failed. Bravo was desperate and sought desperate measures. You were one of them.”

“Then, why did you tell me the files had been destroyed?”

“I was asked to confirm certain aspects of the story given you. However, I didn’t want you to take yourself too seriously. You’re a novelist, not an historian. To allow you greater latitude would have placed you in danger. I couldn’t permit that.”

“Bait me in, but not all the way in, was that it?”

“It will do.”

“No, it won’t. There’s more. You were protecting a group of men who call themselves Inver Brass. You’re one of them. You told me a few concerned men and women got together to fight Hoover and then disbanded after his death. You lied about that, too. This group goes back forty years.”

“You’ve let your imagination run away with you.” The judge was breathing harder.

“No, I haven’t. I’ve spoken to the others.”

“You’ve what!” Gone was the control, the sense of judicial propriety that underscored his every phrase. Sutherland’s head trembled in the early light “What in the name of God have you done?”

“I listened to the words of a dying man. And I think you know who that man was.”

“Oh, God! Longworth!” The black giant froze.

“You knew!” The shock caused Peter to lose his breath. His muscles tensed, his foot slipped; he steadied himself. It was Sutherland. None of the others had made the connection. Sutherland had! He would not have made it, could not have made it, without following Varak, without tapping the Hay-Adams’s switchboard!

“I know it now,” said the judge in a flat, ominous monotone. “You found him in Hawaii, you brought him back and broke him. You may have touched off a chain of events that could drive the fanatics over the edge! Send them screaming into the streets with their charges of conspiracy and worse! What Longworth did was necessary. It was right!”

“What the hell are you talking about? Longworth was Varak, and you damned well know it! He found me! He saved my life, and I watched him die.”

Sutherland seemed to lose his equilibrium. His breathing stopped, his immense body wavered as if he might fall. He spoke softly, in deep pain. “So Varak was the one. I had considered it but didn’t want to believe it He worked with others; I thought it was one of them. Not Varak. The wounds of his childhood never healed; he couldn’t resist the temptation. He had to have all the weapons.”

“Are you telling me he took the files? It won’t wash. He didn’t have them.”

“He delivered them to someone else.”

“He what?” Chancellor took a step forward, stunned by Sutherland’s words.

“His hatred ran too deep. His sense of justice was twisted; all he wanted was revenge. The files could give him that.”

“Whatever you’re saying, it’s wrong! Varak gave his life to find those files! You’re lying! He told me the truth! He said it was one of four men!”

“It is.…” Sutherland looked away across the water. The awful silence was broken by the sounds of the boat basin. “Almighty God,” he said, turning back to Peter. “If he had only come to me. I might have convinced him there was a better way. If he’d only come to me—”

“Why should he? You weren’t above suspicion. I’ve spoken to the others; you’re still not. You’re one of the four!”

“You arrogant young fool!” thundered Daniel Sutherland, his voice echoing throughout the bay. Then he spoke quietly, with enormous intensity. “You say I lie. You say you’ve spoken to the others. Well, let me tell you, you’ve been lied to far more expeditiously by someone else.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I know who has those files! I’ve known for weeks! It is, indeed, one of four men, but it’s not !. This discovery was not so difficult What will be difficult is getting them back! Convincing a man who’s gone mad to seek help. You and Varak may have made that impossible!”

Peter stared at the black giant “You’ve never said anything to anyone—”

“I couldn’t!” interrupted the judge. “The situation had to be contained; the risks were too great He hires killers. He has a thousand hostages in those files.” Sutherland took a step toward Chancellor. “Did you tell anyone you were coming here? Did you watch to see if you were followed?”

Chancellor shook his head. “I travel with my own protection. No one followed me.”

“You travel with what?”

“I’m not alone,” said Peter quietly.

“Others are with you?”

“It’s all right,” said Chancellor, frightened by the old man’s sudden dread. “He’s with us.”

“O’Brien?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, my God!”

There was a sudden loud splash of water. It could not be mistaken for an anxious fish. There was a human being beneath the dock. In darkness. Peter ran to the edge.

Two rapid explosions of gunfire came from behind him. From the direction of Quinn’s boat! Chancellor dove to the wood, flattening himself against the planks. The whole area erupted; shots came from the surface of the water, from the railings of other boats. Spits cracked in the air: bullets fired from weapons equipped with silencers. Peter rolled to his left, instinctively seeking the cover of adjacent pilings. Wood splintered in front of his face; he covered his eyes, opening them in time to see a flash of gunfire from an opposing dock. He brought his own gun up and pulled the trigger in panic.

There was a scream, followed by the sounds of a falling body, crashing into unseen objects and rolling over the dock into water.

Chancellor heard a grunt to his left. He turned. A man in a black wet suit was climbing over the edge of the pier. Peter aimed and fired; the man-monster arched his back, then fell forward in a last attempt to reach out at him.

Alison! He had to get to her! He lunged backward and came in startled contact with human flesh. It was Sutherland’s body! The face was covered with blood, the overcoat stained throughout the upper section; splotches of deep red were everywhere.

The black giant was dead.

“Chancellor!” O’Brien was yelling at him, his voice penetrating the explosions and the spits of gunfire. For what purpose? To kill him? Who was O’Brien? What was O’Brien?

He would not answer; he would not become a target Survival forced him to move. He lurched over the slain Daniel Sutherland toward the mass of steel machinery at the foot of the dock. He scrambled on all fours, diving, twisting, zigzagging as fast as he could over the filthy planks.

There was the ping of a ricocheting bullet. He had been seen! He had no choice; he rose partially off the ground, his legs aching in fear, and sped toward the black iron objects. He was in front of them; he plunged between the arch of cascading coils, twisting to his right behind a shield of steel.

“Chancellor! Chancellor!” Still O’Brien’s shouts punctuated the gunfire. Still Peter would not heed him. For there was only one explanation. The man he had pitied, admired, given his life to, had led him into the trap!

There was a sudden fusillade, followed by an explosion. Flames leaped up from the stern of a trawler two docks away. Then a second detonation; another boat erupted in fire. There were shouts, orders; men ran over the docks and jumped from railings into the water. The gunfire seemed to diminish in the confusion. Then there was a single loud report, and a third boat burst into flames. Another shot followed; a man screamed. He screamed words.

The words were unintelligible. All but one: Chasǒng.

Chasǒng!

A man was hit, his last words a roar of defiance before death; no other motive could cause the fanatic sound. It was the language Varak had not understood! Chancellor now heard it for himself; it was like no other he had ever heard.

The noise abated. Two men in wet suits climbed over the end of the short pier where Daniel Sutherland lay dead. Across the water on the opposing dock three shots came in rapid succession; a ricocheting bullet glanced harshly off a gearbox above Peter and imbedded itself in the wood beside him. A figure raced toward the shore, jumping between the boats, over railings, onto decks, around wheelhouses. More shots; Chancellor ducked beneath the shield of steel. The figure of the racing man reached the muddy shore and dove beyond a beached rowboat. He stayed there only seconds, then rose and ran into the darkness.

It was O’Brien! Peter watched in disbelief as he disappeared into the woods that bordered the boat basin.

The gunfire stopped. From the water beyond the docks came the sound of a motor launch. Chancellor could not wait any longer. He crawled out of his sanctuary, got to his feet, and raced between the boats toward the automobile.

Alison lay prostrate on the ground next to the car. Her eyes were glazed, her body trembled. Peter sank down beside her and held her in his arms.

“I never thought I’d see you alive!” she whispered, her fingers digging into him, her moist cheek against his.

“Come on. Quickly!” He pulled her to her feet. He yanked the car door open and pushed Alison inside.

There was a commotion on the dock. The motor launch he had heard in the distance had pulled alongside. There was an argument; men turned, several started toward the shore.

It was the moment to move. In seconds it would be too late. He looked through the windshield and turned the ignition key. The motor groaned but did not start.

The morning dampness! The car had not run in hours!

He heard shouts from the base of the dock. Alison heard them, too; she grabbed for his gun from the seat where he had dropped it. Automatically, with the swiftness born of experience, she cracked out the magazine.

“You’ve only got two shells left! Do you have others?”

“Bullets? No!” Peter turned the key again, pressing the accelerator.

The figure of a man in a wet suit loomed between the hulls of the beached trawlers. He started toward them.

“Watch your eyes!” shouted Alison.

She fired the weapon, the explosion thunderous inside the car. The side window blew open. The motor started.

Chancellor yanked the gearshift into drive and plunged his foot on the accelerator. The car lurched forward wildly. He swung the wheel to his right; the car skidded sideways, throwing up sprays of mud and dust. He straightened the wheel out and sped toward the exit turn.

They could hear shots behind them; the back window exploded.

Chancellor pushed Alison to the floor of the car as he whipped the steering wheel to the left. She would not stay down but lunged up, firing the second and last bullet. Briefly the gunshots behind them stopped.

Then they resumed, the bullets wild, without effect. Peter reached the entrance of the boat basin and raced down the road cut out of the forest toward the highway.

They were alone. An hour before there had been three fugitives; now there were two.

They had given their trust to Quinn O’Brien; he had betrayed them.

Whom would they turn to now?

They had only each other. Houses and office buildings were watched. Friends, acquaintances, placed under surveillance. Telephones were tapped, their car known. The highways and back roads would soon be patrolled.

Peter began to feel a remarkable change within himself. He wondered for a moment whether it was real or merely another aspect of his imagination; whatever, he decided he was grateful for it.

The fear—the sense of utter helplessness—was replaced by anger.

He gripped the wheel and drove on, the scream of death he had heard only minutes before echoing in his ears.

Chasǒng!

After everything was said, it was still the key.
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The average citizen was not aware of their flight. No radio broadcasts described them; no photographs appeared on television or in the newspapers. And yet they ran, for ultimately there would be no protection; laws had been broken, men had been killed. To turn themselves in would lead to a dozen traps. The unknown men were everywhere among the authorities.

Hoover’s private files were their only vindication, their only hope of survival.

Death had brought them nearer to the answer. Varak had said it was one of four men. Peter had added a fifth. Now Sutherland was dead and Dreyfus was dead and that left three. Banner, Paris, and Bravo.

Frederick Wells, Carlos Montelán, Munro St. Claire.

You’ve been lied to far more expeditiously by someone else.

But there was the key. Chasǒng. It was not a lie. One of the three remaining members of Inver Brass was somehow deeply, irrevocably associated with the waste at Chasǒng twenty-two years ago. Whoever he was had the files.

Peter recalled Ramirez’s words. Chasǒng is … represented in scores of veterans’ hospitals.

There was only a remote chance that something might be learned from the survivors. Their memories would be vague, but it was the only step he could think of. Perhaps the last one.

His thoughts turned to Alison. She had developed an anger matching his own, and in that anger was a remarkable sense of inventive determination. The general’s daughter had resources, and she used them; her father had accumulated favors during a lifetime of service. She approached only those she knew were far removed from the centers of Pentagon influence and control. Men she had not spoken with in years received telephone calls asking for help—tactful assistance to be rendered privately, without questions.

And so that no complete picture be traced to a single source, the requests were divided.

An Air Force colonel attached to NASA Ordnance met them across the Delaware line in Laurel and gave them his car. O’Brien’s automobile was hidden in the woods near the banks of the Nanticoke River.

An artillery captain at Fort Benning made reservations for them in his name at a Holiday Inn outside of Arundel Village.

A lieutenant commander in the Third Naval District, once a skipper on an LCI at Omaha Beach, drove to Arundel and brought three thousand dollars to their room. He accepted—without question—a note from Chancellor addressed to Joshua Harris instructing the literary agent to pay the borrowed sum.

The last thing they needed was the hardest to get: the casualty records of Chasǒng. Specifically, the whereabouts of the permanently disabled survivors. If there was a single focal point that might be under round-the-clock surveillance, it was Chasǒng. They had to work on the assumption that unseen men were watching, waiting for an interest to be shown.

It was nearly eight in the evening. The lieutenant commander had left minutes ago, the three thousand dollars dropped casually on the night table. Peter reclined wearily on the bed, leaning against the headboard. Alison was across the room at the desk. In front of her were her notes. Dozens of names, most crossed out for one reason or another. She smiled.

“Are you always so nonchalant about money?”

“Are you always so handy with a gun?” he replied.

“I’ve been around weapons most of my life. It doesn’t mean I approve of them.”

“I’ve been around money for about three and a half years. I approve of it very much.”

“My father used to take me out to the pistol and rifle ranges several times a month. When nobody was around, of course. Did you know I could dismantle a carbine and a regulation .45 blindfolded by the time I was thirteen? God, how he must have wished I were a boy!”

“God, how he must have been out of his mind,” said Chancellor, imitating her cadence. “What are we going to do about the casualty lists? Can you pull another string?”

“Maybe. There’s a doctor at Walter Reed. Phil Brown. He was a medic in Korea when my father found him. He flew helicopter runs to the front lines and treated the wounded when the doctors said no thank you. Later, Dad got him started in the right direction, including medical school, courtesy of the Army. He was from a poor family; it wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Yes, but they stayed in touch. We stayed in touch. It’s worth a try. I can’t come up with anyone else.”

“Can you get him here? I don’t want to talk on the phone.”

“I can ask,” said Alison.

Within the hour a slender forty-three-year-old army doctor walked through the door and embraced Alison. There was a good-natured quality about the man, thought Chancellor; he liked him, although he had an idea that when Alison had said they’d “stayed in touch,” she meant precisely that. They were good friends; they had once been better friends.

“Phil, it’s so good to see you!”

“I’m sorry I didn’t make Mac’s burial,” said the doctor, holding Alison by the shoulders. “I figured you’d understand. All those sanctimonious words from all those bastards who wanted his stars impounded.”

“You haven’t lost your directness, Charlie Brown.”

The major kissed her on the forehead. “I haven’t heard that name in years.” He turned to Peter. “She’s a Peanuts freak, you know. We used to wait up for the Sunday papers—”

“This is Peter Chancellor, Phil,” interrupted Alison.

The doctor focused on Peter and offered his hand. “You’ve upgraded your friends, Ali. I’m impressed. I enjoy your books, Peter. May I call you Peter?”

“Only if I can call you Charlie?”

“Not in the office. They’d think I was an intellectual; that’s frowned upon.… Now, what’s this all about? Ali sounded like a fugitive from a narc raid.”

“Right to the first,” said Alison. “Far worse than the second. May I tell him, Peter?”

Chancellor looked at the major, at the abrupt concern in his eyes, at the strength veiled in pleasantness. “I think you can tell him everything.”

“I think you’d better,” said Brown. “This girl means a lot to me. Her father was an important part of my life.”

They told him. Everything. Alison began; Peter filled in. The telling was cathartic; there was someone they could trust at last. Alison started to explain the events in Tokyo twenty-two years before. She stopped when she got to her mother’s attack on her; further words would not come.

The doctor knelt in front of her. “Listen to me,” he said professionally. “I want to hear it all. I’m sorry, but you have to tell it”

He did not touch her, but in his voice was the soft, firm command.

When she had finished, Brown nodded to Peter and got up to make himself a drink. Chancellor went to Alison and held her as the doctor poured himself a drink.

“The bastards,” said Brown, revolving the glass in his hands. “Hallucinogens—that’s what they plateaued her on. They may have strung her out on a morphine derivative or cocaine, but the hallucinogens provoke visual displacement; that’s the prime symptom. Both sides were into heavy experiments in those days. The bastards!”

“What difference does it make which narcotics were used?” asked Chancellor, his arm around Alison.

“Maybe none at all,” answered Brown. “But there could be. Those experiments were very restricted, very secret Somewhere there are records—God knows where—but they exist They could tell us the strategy, give us names and dates, tell us how wide the net spread.”

“I’d rather talk to the men who were at Chasǒng,” Peter said. “A few of the survivors, the higher the rank the better. Those in the VA hospitals. But there’s no time to chase all over the country looking for them.”

“You think you’ll find the answer there?”

“Yes. Chasǒng’s become a cult. I heard a dying man scream the name as if his own death were a willing sacrifice. There was no mistaking it”

“All right.” Brown nodded in agreement. “Then why couldn’t the sacrifice be based in revenge? Retribution for the activities of Mac’s wife, her mother?” The doctor looked at Alison, his expression apologetic. “Actions she had no control over, but whoever’s looking for revenge wouldn’t know that.”

“That’s the point,” interrupted Peter. “The kind of people involved in this are followers, willing to die—rank and file—not command personnel. They wouldn’t know anything about her mother. You just said it. Ramirez confirmed it Those experiments were restricted, very secret Only a few people knew. There’s no connection.”

“You found it. With Ramirez.”

“I was expected to find it, expected to settle for it But something else happened at Chasǒng. Varak sensed it, but he couldn’t put a label on it, so he called it a decoy.”

“A decoy?”

“Yes. Same pond, wrong duck. ‘Mac the Knife’ had nothing to do with his wife’s manipulation. The torn nightgown on the floor of the study in Rockville, the smashed glasses, the perfume—they were all signposts pointing in the wrong direction. Pointing toward a wreck of a woman destroyed by the enemy, and I was supposed to leap at it I did, too, but I was wrong. It’s something else.”

“How do you know all this? How can you be so sure?”

“Because, goddamn it, I’ve invented this sort of thing myself. In books.”

“In books? Come on, Peter, this is real.”

“I could answer that, but you’d tie me up and take me in for observation. Just get me as many names as you can of the Chasǒng survivors.”

Major Philip Brown, M.D., looked at the memorandum that resulted from the morning’s conference. He was pleased with himself. The memo had just the right portentous ring to it without raising alarms that might be too shrill.

It was the sort of paper he could use to gain access to those thousands of microfilmed records that specified the location and brief medical histories of the disabled men residing in veterans’ hospitals throughout the country.

Essentially the memorandum theorized that in a number of older disabled soldiers certain internal tissues were deteriorating at a somewhat faster pace than the normal aging process allowed for. These men had served in Korea, in and around Chagang Province. It was quite possible that a virus had infected their bloodstreams, and though it had appeared dormant, it was in fact molecularly active. The memo theorized that it was the Hynobius, a microscopic antigen carried by insects indigenous to Chagang Province. Further study was recommended as priorities allowed.

It was effective nonsense. The major had no idea if a Hynobius antigen existed. He reasoned that if he invented it, there could be no one to dispute him.

Memorandum in hand, Brown walked into the microfilm depository. He did not use the name Chasǒng with the staff sergeant in charge. Instead, he let the sergeant arrive at the selections. The enlisted man took his detective work seriously; he went back into the metal stacks and returned with the microfilms.

Three hours and twenty-five minutes later, Brown stared at the last projection on the screen. His tunic had been removed long ago, draped over a chair. His tie had been loosened, his collar unbuttoned. He sat back stunned.

In the hundreds of feet of microfilm there was not one mention of Chasǒng.

Not one.

It was as though Chasǒng had never existed. Nothing had ever happened there according to the microfilm depository of the Walter Reed Hospital.

He stood up and carried the rolls back to the sergeant Brown knew he had to be cautious, but whatever the risk, it had to be taken. He had reached a dead end.

“I’ve extracted a lot of what we need,” he said, “but I think there’s more. Hynobius in the Ss sub-groupings turned up in the mobile labs around P’yǒng-yang. A number of these records refer to a Chasǒng district or province. I wondered if you had an index on it.”

There was an immediate response from the sergeant, a speck of recognition in his eyes. “Chasǒng? Yes sir, I know the name. I saw it recently. I’m trying to think where.”

Brown’s pulse accelerated. “It could be important, Sergeant It’s just another line in the spectrograph, but it could be the one we need. The Hynobius is a bitch. Try to remember, please.”

The sergeant got out of his chair and came to the counter, still frowning. “I think it was an entry on another shift, the insert in the far right column. That’s always a little unusual, so it sort of stands out.”

“Why is it unusual?”

“That column’s for removals. The films are signed out. Generally people use the equipment here like you did.”

“Can you pinpoint the time?”

“Couldn’t have been more than a day or so ago. Let me look.” The clerk pulled a metalbound ledger from a shelf. “Here it is. Yesterday afternoon. Twelve strips were signed out. All Chasǒng. At least signing them out makes sense.”

“Why is that?”

“It’d take someone two days in here to go through all that material. I’m surprised it was even collated the way it was.”

“What way was that?”

“Coded indexes. National-security classification. You need the master schedule to locate the films. Even though you’re a doctor, you couldn’t see them.”

“Why not?”

“Your rank isn’t high enough, sir.”

“Who did sign them out?”

“A Brigadier General Ramirez.”

Brown turned his TR-6 into the drive of the enormous data-processing center in McLean, Virginia. There was a guardhouse on the left Across the roadway was a barrier with the inevitable Authorized Government Personnel Only sign affixed to the metal strips.

It hadn’t taken much pressure to convince the staff sergeant at the depository that if men died because a general named Ramirez had removed the means of tracing the Hynobius, the sergeant could well be responsible.

Besides, Brown was perfectly willing to take full responsibility—rank and medical—and sign for the microfilm identification numbers under his own name. The sergeant was not giving him the film, only the numbers; Reed Security would clear him for the duplicates in McLean.

The doctor reasoned that he had a personal score to settle with Ramirez. The brigadier had destroyed General MacAndrew, and MacAndrew had given Phil Brown, farm boy from Gandy, Nebraska, a very decent chance in life. If Ramirez didn’t like it, he could always file charges.

Somehow Brown didn’t think the brigadier would do that.

Breaching the security desk at Walter Reed was not very difficult. It was a question of using the memorandum to browbeat a nonmedical security officer into giving him a general clearance for McLean.

Brown showed his clearance to the civilian behind the entrance desk at McLean. The man punched the buttons of a computer; small green numbers appeared on the miniature screen, and the doctor was directed to the proper floor.

The main point, reflected Brown as he walked through the doors into Section M, Data Processing, was that since he had the serial numbers for the material signed out by Ramirez, he needed nothing else. Each strip of microfilm had its own individual identification. The medical clearance was accepted; the obstacles fell, and ten minutes later he sat in front of a very complicated machine that, weirdly enough, looked like a shiny new version of an old-time Moviola.

And ten minutes after that he realized the staff sergeant at the depository was wrong when he said it would take someone two days to go through these records. It would take less than an hour. Brown was not sure what he had found, but whatever it was, it caused him to stare in disbelief at the information flashed on the small screen in front of him.

Of the hundreds of men who had engaged in the Battle of Chasǒng, only thirty-seven had survived. If that were not startling enough, the disposition of the thirty-seven was appalling. It was in contradiction to every accepted psychological practice. Men severely maimed or crippled in the same combat operation were rarely separated. Since they would spend the rest of their lives in institutions, their comrades were often all they had left, families and friends visiting them less and less frequently until they were only uncomfortable, unseemly shadows in far distant wards.

Yet the thirty-seven survivors of Chasǒng had been meticulously isolated from one another. Specifically, thirty-one had been separated, in thirty-one different hospitals from San Diego to Bangor, Maine.

The remaining six were together, but their close association was next to meaningless. They were in a maximum-security psychiatric ward ten miles west of Richmond. Brown knew the place. The patients were certifiably insane—all dangerous, most homicidal.

Still, they were together. It was not a pleasant prospect, but if Chancellor believed he could learn something, here were the names of six survivors of Chasǒng. From the writer’s point of view the circumstances might be advantageous. As long as communication was possible, these men whose mental capacities had been destroyed at Chasǒng might be capable of revealing a great deal. Unconsciously perhaps, but without the inhibiting strictures imposed by rational thought The causes of insanity rarely left the minds of the insane.

Something he could not define bothered the doctor, but he was too stunned to analyze it. His mind was too packed with the inexplicable to think anymore.

Too, he wanted to get out of the data-processing center into the cold fresh air.

They were not entering a hospital, Peter felt. They were going inside a prison. A sanitized version of a concentration camp.

“Remember, your name is Conley, and you’re an M.N. subgroup specialist,” said Brown. “I’ll do the talking.”

They walked down the long white corridor lined with white metal doors on both sides. There were small, thick observation windows in the walls beside the doors, behind which Chancellor could see the inmates. Grown men lay curled up on bare floors, many soiled by their own wastes. Others paced like animals, when, suddenly catching sight of strangers in the corridor, they thrust contorted faces against the glass. Still others stood at their windows, staring blankly at the sunlight outside, lost in silent fantasies.

“You never get used to it,” said the psychiatrist accompanying them. “Human beings reduced to the lowest primates. Yet they were once men. We must never forget that.”

It took Peter a moment or two to realize the man was speaking to him. At the same time he knew his face reflected the impact of the emotions he was experiencing; equal parts compassion, curiosity, revulsion.

“We’ll want to talk to the Chasǒng survivors,” said Brown, relieving Chancellor of the need to reply. “Will you arrange that, please?”

The staff doctor seemed surprised but did not object “I was told you wanted blood samples.”

“Those, too, of course. But we’d also like to talk to them.”

“Two can’t talk, and three usually don’t. The first are catatonic, the others are schizophrenic. Have been for years.”

“That’s five,” said Brown. “What about the sixth? Would he remember anything?”

“Nothing you’d want to hear. He’s homicidal. And anything can set off his rage—a gesture of your hand or the light from a bulb. He’ll be the one in the jacket.”

Chancellor felt ill; the pain shot through his temples. They’d made the trip for nothing, for nothing could be learned. He heard Brown ask a question, his tone reflecting an equal sense of dispair.

“Where are they? Let’s make it quick.”

“They’re all together in one of the south-wing labs. They’re prepped for you. Right this way.”

They reached the end of the hallway and turned into another, wider corridor. It was lined with separate enclosed cubicles, some with benches against the walls, others with examination tables in the center. Each cubicle was fronted by an observation window made of the same thick glass as in the hallway they had just left The psychiatrist led them to the last cubicle and gestured through the window.

Chancellor stared through the glass, his breath suspended, his eyes wide. Inside were six men in green buttonless fatigues. Two sat immobile on benches, their eyes distant. Three were sprawled on the floor, moving their bodies in horrible, tortured motions—giant insects imitating one another. One stood in the corner, his neck and shoulders twitching, his face a series of unending contortions, his trapped arms straining against the tight fabric that bound his upper body.

But what caused Peter’s sudden and profound terror was not merely the sight of the pathetic half-humans beyond the glass but the sight of their skin.

All were blacks.

“That’s it,” he heard Brown whisper. “The letter n.”

“What?” asked Chancellor, barely able to be heard, so intense was his fear.

“It was there. Everywhere,” said the major quietly. “It didn’t register because I was looking for other things. The small letter n after the names. Hundreds of names. Negro. All the troops at Chasǒng were black. All Negroes.”

“Genocide,” said Peter softly, the fear total, the sickness complete.
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They raced north on the highway in silence, each with his own thoughts, each consumed with a horror neither had ever before experienced. Yet both knew precisely what had to be done; the man they had to confront had been identified: Brigadier General Pablo Ramirez.

“I want that son of a bitch,” Brown had said as soon as they left the hospital.

“Nothing makes sense,” answered Peter, knowing it was no reply. “Sutherland was black. He was the only connection. But he’s dead.”

Silence.

“I’ll make the call,” said Brown finally. “You can’t; he’d never see you. And there are too many ways for a general to be suddenly transferred halfway around the world.”

They drove into one of those Colonial-style restaurants that seem to breed in the Virginia countryside. There was a telephone booth at the end of a dimly lit hallway. Chancellor waited by the open door; the doctor went inside and dialed the Pentagon.

“Major Brown?” asked the irritated Ramirez over the phone. “What’s so urgent you can’t discuss it with my secretary?”

“It’s more than urgent, General. And you are a general according to the microfilm depository at Walter Reed. I’d say it’s an emergency.”

A momentary silence conveyed the brigadier’s shock. “What are you talking about?” he asked, barely audible.

“A medical accident, I think, sir. I’m a doctor assigned to trace a viral strain that had its origins in Korea. We isolated the districts; one of them was Chasǒng. All the casualty records were removed under your name.”

“Chasǒng has a national-security classification,” said the brigadier quickly.

“Not medically, General,” interrupted Brown. “We have controlled priority. I received clearance to check the duplicates at data processing.…” He let his voice trail off, suspended, as if he had more to say but did not know how to say it.

Ramirez couldn’t stand the tension. “What are you driving at?”

“That’s it, sir. I don’t know, but as one military man to another, I’m scared to death. Hundreds of men killed at Chasǒng; hundreds missing with no postwar resolutions. All Negro troops. Thirty-seven survivors; except for six insane men, thirty-one in thirty-one separate hospitals. All black, all isolated. That’s against every accepted practice. I don’t care if it is twenty-two years ago, if all this comes out—”

“Who else knows about these records?” broke in Ramirez.

“At this juncture no one but me. I called you because your name—”

“Keep it that way!” said the brigadier curtly. “That’s an order. It’s seventeen-thirty hours. Come to my house in Bethesda. Be there at nineteen hundred.” Ramirez gave him the address and hung up.

Brown stepped out of the booth. “We’re here; we’ve got time. Let’s get something to eat.”

They ate mechanically, with a minimum of conversation.

The coffee came; Brown leaned forward, “How do you explain O’Brien?” he asked.

“I can’t. Any more than I can explain a man like Varak. They take lives, they risk their own lives, and for what? They live in a world I can’t understand.” Chancellor paused, remembering. “Maybe O’Brien explained it himself. Something he said when I asked him about Varak. He said there were times when life and death weren’t the issues; times when all that mattered was the elimination of a problem.”

“That’s incredible.”

“It’s inhuman.”

“It still doesn’t explain O’Brien.”

“Something else might. He was part of the files. He told me he thought he was ready to be tested, but he wasn’t sure. We know the answer now.”

Peter’s eyes were drawn to a slight movement at the window overlooking the porch of the restaurant. The front lights had been switched on, the day having turned into early evening. Suddenly he froze. His hand stayed where it was, the glass at his lips, his eyes riveted on the window, on the figure of a man on the porch.

For an instant he wondered if he were going mad, if his mind had cracked under the strain of the swiftly disintegrating line between the real and the unreal. Then he knew he was seeing someone he had seen before. Outside another window, standing on another porch. A man with a gun!

The same man. Through the window, on the walk-around porch of the old Victorian house on Chesapeake Bay: Munro St. Claire’s chauffeur. He was waiting for them, checking to make sure they were still there!

“We’ve been followed,” he said to Brown.

“What?”

“There’s a man on the porch. He’s looking inside. Keep your eyes on me!… He’s walking away now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. He’s St. Claire’s man. Which means if he’s followed us here, he’s been following us the whole time. He knows Alison’s in Arundel!” Peter got to his feet, doing his best to conceal his fear. “I’m going to call.”

Alison answered.

“Thank God you’re there,” he said. “Now listen to me, and do as I tell you. That lieutenant commander from the Third District, the one who gave us the money. Get hold of him and ask him to come out and stay with you. Tell him to bring a gun. Until he gets there call the hotel’s security and say I telephoned and insisted you be taken to the dining room. There are crowds there; stay in the dining room until he arrives. Now, do as I say.”

“Of course I will,” said Alison, sensing his panic. “Now tell me why.”

“We’ve been followed. I don’t know for how long.”

“I understand. Are you all right?”

“Yes. Which means, I think, they’re following us to see where we lead them. Not to harm us.”

“Are you leading them somewhere?”

“Yes. But I don’t want to. I don’t have time to talk, just do as I tell you. I love you.” He hung up and walked back to the table.

“Is she there?” Brown asked. “Everything all right?”

“Yes. Someone’s coming to stay with her. Another friend of the general’s.”

“He had a lot of them. I feel better. As you surmised, I’m fond of that, girl.”

“I surmised.”

“You’re a lucky man. She passed on me.”

“I’m surprised.”

“I wasn’t She didn’t want anything permanent with a uniform. She pictured it on you even when—What are we going to do?”

The abrupt shift would have amused Peter any other time. “How strong are you?”

“That’s a hell of a question. What do you mean?”

“Can you fight?”

“I’d rather not. You’re not challenging me, so you must mean our friend outside.”

“There could be more than one.”

“Then, I like the prospects less. What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t want them following us to Ramirez.”

“Neither do I,” Brown said. “Let’s find out if it’s a ‘them’ or a ‘him.’ ”

It was a “him.” The man stood leaning against a sedan at the far end of the parking lot, under the branches of a tree, his eyes focused on the front entrance. Chancellor and Brown had come out a side door; St. Claire’s man did not see them.

“Okay,” Brown whispered. “There’s only one. I’ll go back inside and walk out the front You’ll see me swing the car around. Good luck.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“It’s better than fighting. We could lose. Just hold on tight. I only need a second.”

Peter remained in the shadows by the side door until he saw St. Claire’s man push away from the hood of the sedan and walk quickly around to the tree side, out of sight. The chauffeur had spotted Brown coming out of the front entrance. Why didn’t the man get into his car? It was curious.

Several seconds passed. Brown sauntered casually across the parking lot toward the Triumph under the restaurant’s floodlights.

Peter moved. Crouched, he made his way along the border of the paved area, hidden by the parked cars, toward St. Claire’s man. The ground beyond the border consisted of unkempt shrubbery and uncut grass. When Chancellor was within thirty feet of the chauffeur, he stepped over the curb and into the foliage. As quietly as he could, he crept nearer, counting on the sounds of the Triumph’s engine to cover whatever noise he made.

In the parking lot Brown backed his car out of its slot and pointed it toward the exit; then he suddenly yanked the gears into reverse and gunned the motor furiously. The Triumph lurched backward toward the tree.

Chancellor was within fifteen feet of St Claire’s chauffeur, hidden by darkness and the shrubbery. The man was confused, astonishment seen clearly on his face. He ducked beneath the windows of the sedan; he had no other choice. Brown had slammed on the brakes of the Triumph within inches of the sedan’s front bumper and climbed out The chauffeur stepped back, his concentration totally on Brown.

Chancellor sprang out of the shadows, his hands outstretched toward St. Claire’s man. The chauffeur heard the sounds from the darkness to his right. He whipped around, reacting instantly to the attack. Peter grabbed his coat, swinging him around against the metal of the sedan. The chauffeur’s foot lashed out, striking Chancellor’s kneecap. A sharp punch caught Peter in the throat An elbow crashed into his chest, the pain excruciating; a knee hammered into bis groin with the swift, harsh impact of a piston.

In the sudden, stinging agony Chancellor found himself pitched into a frenzy. He could feel outrage welling up inside him. There was only the violence, the brute force he hated remaining to him.

Peter clenched his right fist; he kept his left hand open, a claw soaring in to grab flesh. He threw his weight against the thrashing man, crashing him into the steel of the sedan, his fist pummeling the chauffeur’s stomach and below, hammering the man’s testicles. His open hand found the chauffeur’s face; he dug his fingers into the man’s eyes, his thumb ripping up into a nostril. He yanked with all his strength, sending the skull sideways, smashing it into the roof of the automobile. Blood poured out of the chauffeur’s mouth, eye sockets, and nostrils. Still he would not stop; his fury matched Chancellor’s.

Peter yanked the man’s head again, twisting away from the chauffeur’s knees. He crashed the skull again into the metal; his hands were slippery, covered with blood. He smashed the chauffeur against the window with such force that the glass shattered.

“For Christ’s sake!” screamed Brown. “Just hold him!”

But Chancellor could not control himself. His rage had found an outlet, brutal and satisfying. He was avenging so much!

He ripped at the chauffeur’s neck, his hand sliding around to the throat. He pushed suddenly upward, catching the man’s chin, sending the head back once more into steel as he brought his own knee up into the dark trousers of the chauffeur’s uniform and slammed his upper leg with surging impact into the man’s groin.

The chauffeur screamed and began to go limp.

“Shit!” exploded Brown.

“What is it?” gasped Chancellor, no breath left in his lungs.

“The goddamqed needle broke!”

In his hand the doctor held a hypodermic; he had plunged it into the chauffeur’s shoulder. Suddenly the man fell forward against Peter. Brown stepped back and spoke again.

“Son of a bitch.… Enough got through.”

A crowd had gathered on the restaurant porch. Someone had heard the chauffeur’s scream and had gone back for help.

“Let’s get out of here!” Brown said, grabbing Chancellor’s arm.

At first Peter did not respond; his mind was filled with mist and light. He could not think.

Brown seemed to understand. He pulled Chancellor away from the sedan, propelling him to the door of the Triumph. He opened it and shoved Chancellor inside; then he ran around the hood and climbed in behind the wheel.

They raced out of the parking lot, into the darkness of the highway, and drove in silence for several minutes. Brown reached behind him into the well of the backseat and pulled up his medical bag.

“There’s a bottle of alcohol and some surgical gauze,” he said. “Clean yourself up.”

Still dazed, Chancellor did as he was told.

The major spoke again. “What the hell were you? A Green Beret?”

“Nothing.”

“I beg to differ. You were something! I’d never have believed it You just don’t seem the type.”

“I’m not.”

“Well, if I ever raise my voice to you, I apologize in advance. I’ll also run like hell. You’re the best street fighter I’ve seen.”

Peter looked at Brown. “Don’t talk like that,” he said simply.

They fell quiet again. The major slowed as they approached an intersection, then swung the Triumph to the left, into the road that would take them to Bethesda.

Chancellor touched the doctor’s arm. “Wait a minute.” The obscure question that had bothered him when Brown walked out of the restaurant had formed in his mind. Why hadn’t the chauffeur gotten into his car?

Peter’s memory raced back in time nearly two and a half years, when he was researching Counterstrike! To the disaffected men he had spoken with and the technology they had described.

“What’s the matter?” asked Brown.

“If we’ve been followed, how come we never realized it? God knows we were watching.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Pull over!” interrupted Chancellor, alarm in his voice. “Do you have a flashlight?”

“Sure. In the glove compartment.” Brown pulled off the road onto the shoulder.

Peter took the flashlight, jumped out of the car, and ran back to the trunk, lowering himself to the ground. He switched on the light and crawled under the chassis.

“I’ve got them!” he yelled. “Get me your tool kit. The lug wrench!”

Brown got it for him. Chancellor stayed beneath the car, working furiously with the iron instrument Crunching, prying sounds came from the rear axle area, then Peter slid out, holding two small metallic objects in his left hand.

“Transmitters,” he said. “A primary and a backup! That’s why we never saw anyone. They could stay three to five miles behind and still follow us. Wherever we went, whomever we met, they just waited for the right moment” He paused for a second, his face grim. “But I found them. They’re cut off. Let’s go to Bethesda.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I think I should go with you,” said Brown as they drove down Ramirez’s tree-lined street.

“No,” replied Peter. “Let me off at the next corner. I’ll walk back.”

“Has it occurred to you he might try to kill you? He’s expecting me. I wear the same uniform he does.”

“That’s why he won’t kill me. I’ll tell him the truth. I’ll make it clear that you’re waiting for me. A fellow officer. If I don’t come out, you’ll go somewhere else, and Chasǒng will blow up in their faces.”

They approached the corner; Brown slowed the Triumph. “That might work with a rational person. It may not with Ramirez. If Chasǒng’s what we think it is—”

“Know it way,” broke in Chancellor.

“All right, say it’s true. He may not want to face the consequences. He’s Army, don’t forget that. He may decide to take you out, then go with you.”

“Kill himself?” asked Peter incredulously.

“The incidence of military suicide,” said the doctor, stopping the car, “isn’t discussed much, but it’s sky high. Some say it goes with the terrain. I didn’t ask you before. Do you have a gun?”

“No. I had one; ran out of bullets. Never tried to get more.”

Brown reached Into his medical bag, rummaged inside a flap, and pulled out a small revolver. “Here, take this. We’re issued these because we carry drugs. Good luck. I’ll be waiting.”

Chancellor reached the flagstone path. Ramirez was at the window, staring outside, his face reflecting his astonishment at seeing Peter. Astonishment, but not shock, not panic. He let the curtain fall back and disappeared. Chancellor walked down the path and up the steps; he rang the bell.

The door opened. The brigadier’s Latin eyes looked harshly at Peter.

“Good evening, General. Major Brown sends his regrets. The Chasǒng records disturbed him so much he didn’t want to talk to you. But he’s waiting for me down the block.”

“I thought so,” replied Ramirez noncommittally. “The doctor has a short memory, or he thinks others do. The enlisted man, the medic from Korea MacAndrew made a doctor. The one who had an affair with his daughter.” He looked past Chancellor, raised his hand, and chopped the night air twice.

It was a signal.

From behind him in the street, Peter heard an engine start He turned. The headlights of a military police car were switched on. It pulled out swiftly, gathering speed, and raced to the corner, stopping barely in sight, near the spill of a streetlight, the brakes screeching. Two soldiers jumped out and ran toward a third figure. He, in turn, started to run but was not quick enough.

Chancellor watched as Major Philip Brown was taken, no match for the military police. He was led back to the army car and thrown inside.

“No one’s waiting for you now,” said Ramirez. Peter turned in fury, his hand going for the gun.

Then he stopped. Leveled at his chest was a .45 automatic.

“You can’t do this!”

“1 think I can,” said Ramirez. “The doctor will be held in isolation, allowed no visitors, no calls, no outside communication whatsoever. That’s standard for officers who violate national-security. Come inside, Mr. Chancellor.”
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They were in Ramirez’s study. The brigadier’s eyes grew wide, his lips parted, and slowly he lowered the gun.

Look to the fiction, always the fiction, thought Peter. In fiction lies reality, the devices of the imagination more powerful than any weapon.

“Where is this letter?” asked the general.

Chancellor had lied to Ramirez, telling him he had written a letter detailing the cover-up and the racial character of Chasǒng. It had been mailed to New York, copies to be sent to major newspapers, the Senate Armed Services Committee, and the secretary of the Army if the general did not cooperate.

“Out of my control,” replied Peter. “Out of yours, too. You couldn’t intercept it Unless I show up in New York by noontime tomorrow, it’ll be opened. The story of Chasǒng will be read by a very aggressive editor.”

“He’d trade your life for it,” said Ramirez cautiously. The threat was hollow; his voice lacked conviction.

“I don’t think so. He’d weigh the priorities. I think he’d take the risk.”

“There are other priorities! They go way beyond us!”

“I’m sure you’ve convinced yourself of that”

“It’s true! An accident of command, a coincidence that could not occur again in a thousand years must not be given a label it doesn’t deserve!”

“I see.” Chancellor looked down at the gun. The brigadier hesitated, then placed the weapon on the table beside him. He did not move from the table, however. The gun was within a swift hand’s reach. Peter acknowledged the gesture with a nod. “I see,” he repeated. “That’s the official explanation. An accident. A coincidence. All the troops at Chasǒng just happened to be black. Over six hundred men killed, God knows how many hundreds missing—all black.”

“That’s the way it was.”

“That’s the way it wasn’t!” contradicted Chancellor. “There were no segregated battalions then.”

Ramirez’s expression was contemptuous. “Who told you that?”

“Truman gave the order in ’48. All branches of the service were integrated.”

“With all deliberate speed,” said the general in a flat monotone. “The services were no faster than anyone else.”

“Are you saying you were caught by your own delay? Your resistance to a presidential order resulted in a wholesale slaughter of black troops? Is that it?”

“Yes.” The brigadier took a step forward. “Resistance to an impossible policy! But Christ, you can see how it would be twisted by the radicals of this country! Beyond the country!”

“I can understand that.” Peter saw a flicker of hope in Ramirez’s eyes. The soldier had reached out for an elusive lifeline, and for a brief moment he believed he had it in his grasp. Chancellor altered the tone of his voice just enough to take advantage of the brigadier’s false hope. “Let’s leave the casualties for a minute. What about MacAndrew? Where does he fit in with Chasǒng?”

“You know the answer to that. When you called, I said things I should never have told you.”

It was all so pat. The lie was deep, thought Peter. There were two fears of exposure, one more terrifying to Ramirez than the other, so the lesser—the transmitting of erroneous intelligence to an enemy—was put forward to avoid the more damaging. What was that other fear?

“MacAndrew’s wife?”

The general nodded, guilt accepted in humility. “We did what we believed was right at the time. The objective was to save American lives.”

“She was used to send back false information,” said Peter.

“Yes. She was the perfect conduit. The Chinese operated extensively in Japan; some Japanese fanatics helped them. For many it came down to Oriental against white.”

“I never heard that before.”

“It was never given much coverage. It was a constant thorn in MacArthur’s side; it was played down.”

“What kind of information did you feed MacAndrew’s wife?”

“The usual. Troop movements, supply routes, concentration of ordnance, and tactical options. Mainly troop movements and tactics, of course.”

“She was the one who relayed the tactical information about Chasǒng?”

Ramirez paused; his eyes strayed to the floor. There was something artificial in the brigadier’s reaction, something rehearsed. “Yes,” he said reluctantly.

“But that information wasn’t false. It wasn’t inaccurate. It resulted in a massacre.”

“No one knows how it happened,” continued Ramirez. “To understand, you must realize how these reverse conduits operate. How compromised people like MacAndrew’s wife are used. They’re not given blanket lies; outright misinformation would be rejected, the conduit suspect. They’re provided with variations of the truth, subtle alterations of the possible. The Sixth Engineer Battalion will enter Combat Sector Baker on three July.’ Only it’s not the Sixth Engineers, it’s the Sixth Tank Artillery, and it reaches Combat Baker on July five, outflanking the positioned enemy. With the Chasǒng operation the variation given MacAndrew’s wife was not, in fact, the variation at all. It was the actual strategy. Somehow the orders were fouled up in G-Two command. She carried back information that resulted in wholesale slaughter.” The soldier leveled his eyes with Peter’s and stood erect “Now you know the truth.”

“Do I?”

“You have the word of a general officer.”

“I wonder if it’s any good.”

“Don’t press me, Chancellor. I’ve told you more than you have any right to know. To make you see the anguish that would result if the tragedy of Chasǒng were made public. Facts would be misinterpreted, the memory of fine people dragged through filth.”

“Wait a minute,” interrupted Peter. In his sanctimonious rendering of the obvious, Ramirez had said it. The memory of.… Alison’s memories. Her mother’s parents held prisoners in the Po Hai Gulf; that was the first Chinese connection, but that wasn’t it! It was something Alison said that happened after the night her mother had been carried on the stretcher. Something about her father.… Her father had flown back to Tokyo for the next to last time. That was it: the next to last time! Between his wife’s final collapse and his return to the States, MacAndrew had gone back to Korea! The Battle of Chasǒng took place then. Weeks after Alison’s mother was hospitalized. She couldn’t have relayed information, accurate or otherwise.

“What’s the matter?” asked the brigadier.

“You. Goddamn it, you! The dates! It couldn’t have happened! What did you say a few minutes ago? Some battalion or other is expected on the third of July but doesn’t get there until the fifth, and anyway it’s a different battalion. What did you call it? Some bullshit phrase … ‘subtle alteration of the possible.’ Wasn’t that it? Well, General, you just blew it! The massacre at Chasǒng took place weeks after MacAndrew’s wife was hospitalized! She couldn’t have carried that information to anyone! Now, you son of a bitch, you tell me what happened! Because if you don’t, there won’t be any waiting until tomorrow. That letter I sent to New York will be read tonight!”

Ramirez’s eyes bore into his; his mouth twitched. “No!” he roared. “You won’t! You can’t! I won’t let you!”

He was reaching for the gun!

Chancellor rushed forward, throwing himself at the general. His shoulder crashed into Ramirez’s back, propelling the soldier into the wall. Ramirez gripped the gun by its barrel; he swung it up viciously. The handle of the gun caught Chancellor at the temple. Searing shafts of pain caused a thousand white spots to converge in front of him.

His left hand was dug into Ramirez’s tunic, the fabric clutched against the soldier’s chest. His right hand lashed out in thrust and counterthrust, trying to grab and hold the heavy weapon.

He felt the handle! He brought his knee up into the general’s stomach, smashing him against the wall. He had the handle of the gun, and he would not let go! Ramirez kept punching hysterically at Peter’s kidney. Chancellor thought he might collapse, so intense was the pain.

His finger was near the trigger! In the slashing movements of both their arms, Peter felt the rim of the trigger enclosure.

But he could not let it fire! An explosion would bring neighbors! The police! If that happened, nothing could be learned!

Chancellor took a half step back, then crashed his left leg up, pulling the soldier’s tunic down with all his strength. His knee smashed into Ramirez’s face, sending his head back. The general expelled a chestful of air; the gun left his hand; his fingers straightened in agony. The weapon flew across the room, crashing into the marble pen set on top of the desk. Peter released the tunic. Ramirez collapsed, unconscious, blood pouring out of his nostrils.

It took Peter a minute to find his thoughts again. He knelt in front of the soldier and waited until his breathing was steadier, until the white spots faded and the pain in his temples began to subside. Then he picked up the gun.

There was a bottle of Evian water on a silver tray in a bookshelf. He opened the bottle and poured the water into his palm, splashing it over his face. It helped. He was finding his sanity again.

He poured what was left in the bottle on the soldier’s unconscious face. The water mingled with blood on the floor from the general’s nosebleed, producing a sickening pink.

Slowly Ramirez regained consciousness. Peter yanked a loose cushion from an easy chair and threw it over to him. The general blotted his face and neck with the pillow and stood up, supporting himself against the wall.

“Sit down,” ordered Peter, waving the barrel of the gun toward the leather armchair.

Ramirez sank into the chair. He let his head fall back. “Slut. Whore,” he whispered.

“That’s progress,” said Chancellor softly. “A few nights ago she was unfortunate,’ ‘unstable.’ ”

“That’s what she was.”

“What she was or what you turned her into?”

“The material has to be there to work with,” replied the general. “She sold out.”

“She had a mother and father in China.”

“I have two brothers who emigrated to Cuba. You think the Fidelistas haven’t tried to reach me? Right now they’re rotting in prison. But I won’t be compromised!”

“You’re stronger than she was. You’ve been trained not to be compromised.”

“She was the wife of an American combat officer! His Army was her Army.”

“Then, she wasn’t up to it, was she? Instead of helping her you used her. You filled her full of lethal junk and sent her right back into a fight she couldn’t win. Brown said it best. You bastards!”

“The strategy was optimum!”

“Cut that army bullshit! Who gave you the right?”

“No one! I saw the tactic. I created the strategy. I was the source controll” Ramirez blanched. He had gone too far.

“You?” Alison’s words came back to Peter; he had asked her after the funeral what MacAndrew had thought of Ramirez. A lightweight, hotheaded and too emotional. Not at all reliable. Dad refused to second two field promotions for him.

“There were many such operations. Others were involved, naturally.” Ramirez retreated.

“No, they weren’t! Not with this one!” broke in Chancellor. “It was all yours! What better way to get at the man who pegged you for what you were. A hothead! A liar! Who refused to let them give you a rank you weren’t qualified for! You got revenge through his wife!”

“I got the rank! He couldn’t stop me; that whore couldn’t stop me!”

“Of course not! You immobilized him through her! How did you begin? By sleeping with her?”

“It wasn’t difficult She was a slut!”

“And you had the candy! Oh, you’re a thoroughbred! And when you got your goddamned rank, you didn’t have the stomach for it because you knew how you’d gotten it. You invited reasons how to hide it because you knew you weren’t qualified for it You don’t pretend to be a major so you can talk to the men. You don’t give a damn for anybody! You’re afraid of the rank! You’re a fraud!”

Ramirez sprang up from the chair, his face on fire. Chancellor caught him in the stomach with his foot; the general fell back into the chair.

“You filthy liar!” screamed the soldier.

“Hits a nerve, doesn’t it” It was not a question. Suddenly Peter stopped. Whore? It didn’t make sense. An enormous contradiction was apparent “Wait a minute. You couldn’t have compromised MacAndrew that way. He would have killed you! He never knew his wife was a reverse conduit because you couldn’t tell him! Any of you. He had to be told something else; he had to believe something else. He never knew!”

“He knew his wife was a whore! He knew that!”

A sharp image sprang to Peter’s mind. A strong but broken man cradling a madwoman on the floor of an isolated house. Cradling her lovingly, telling her that everything would be all right It was too great an inconsistency. Regardless of the personal anguish a whoring wife would have been ripped out of MacAndrew’s life.

“I don’t believe you,” said Chancellor.

“He saw for himself! He had to know!”

“He saw something for himself. He was told something. Or maybe it was just hinted at. You people are terrific at indicating something but never coming out and saying it. I don’t think MacAndrew thought his wife was a whore. I don’t think he’d put up with that for a minute!”

“All the symptoms were there! The slut’s mentality.”

Symptoms. Peter stared down at Ramirez. He was getting closer, he could sense it. Symptoms. According to Alison her mother had begun to “slip away” several months before the explosion came. Alison’s father did not know why, so he ascribed it to a progressive deterioration of her faculties, using an accident at a beach to pin the final breakdown on. Used it so often he came to believe it himself.

In the recesses of his mind such a man would continue to love, continue to protect, because his wife was not to blame. No matter what she did. Conflicting forces—parents in the hands of an enemy, a husband fighting that enemy every day—had driven that woman out of her mind.

And all the while trusted friends hinted at promiscuous behavior in order to cover their own actions.

What those colleagues did not understand was that MacAndrew was a far better man than they could imagine. Far better and far more compassionate. Whatever the manifestations of an illness it was the illness that was to be despised, not the actions of the human being afflicted.

And this maggot with his bloody face perspiring in the chair, this “source control” who had held out the lethal candy until he’d slept with the wife of the man he hated, could only repeat the words whore and slut.

Those words were the screen that concealed the truth. “What’s a ‘slut’s mentality,’ General?”

Ramirez’s eyes were wary; he suspected a trap. “She hung around the Ginza,” he said. “In the off-limit bars. She picked up men.”

“Those bars were in the southwest district of the Ginza, weren’t they? I’ve been in Tokyo; those bars were still there in ’67.”

“A number of them, yes.”

“They trafficked in narcotics.”

“It’s possible. More to the point, they sold sex.”

“What did they sell it for, General?”

“What it’s always sold for.”

“Money?”

“Naturally. And kicks.”

“No! Not naturally! MacAndrew’s wife didn’t need money. Or kicks. She was looking for drugs! You strung her out, and she tried to find junk by herself! Without going to the Chinese! That’s what you found out! And by her doing that your whole strategy would blow up in your faces! Just one arrest, one Tokyo bust investigated by an outside agency, and you were finished! Exposed! You had the most to hide, you motherfucker! But others were involved, too. What did you say a few minutes ago? There were many such operations.’ You were all running for cover, trying to protect yourselves!” Again Peter stopped, the realization there. “Which means you had to control what happened—”

“It happened!” screamed Ramirez, interrupting. “We weren’t responsible! She was found down an alley in the Ginza! We didn’t put her there! She was found. She would have died!”

The images and the phrases wove swiftly in and out of Chancellor’s mind. Alison’s words came back like the echoes of kettle drums. Her mother had been taken on a Sunday afternoon to Funabashi Beach. The phone started ringing. Was my mother there?… Two Army officers drove out to the house. They were nervous and agitated.…

Was my mother there? Was my mother there?

At night, quite late, I heard screams.… Downstairs … men … walking around rapidly, using hand radios. Then the front door opened, and she was brought inside. On a stretcher.… Her face—it was white. Her eyes were wide, staring blankly … blood rolled down over her chin onto her neck. As the stretcher passed beneath a light, she suddenly lurched up screaming … her body writhing but held in place by the straps.

Christ! thought Peter. Alison’s next words!

I cried out and ran down the stairs, but a … black major … stopped me and picked me up and held me.

A black major!

The black soldier had to be at the bottom of the stairs, near the light! He was what Alison’s mother had seen!

Chancellor remembered other words. A command barked at him by a man in agony twenty-two years later in the late afternoon, still protecting a loved one who’d been driven out of her mind by an event so horrible she could never forget it.

Get by the light; put your face above the shade. It was not to show that his features were Western and not Oriental. It wasn’t that at all! It was to show he was not a black!

Alison’s mother had not been tortured by Chinese agents sending back a message to Army Intelligence. She had been raped! At an off-limits bar in the filthiest district of the Ginza, where she’d come for a connection, she had been dragged down an alley and raped!

“Oh, my God” whispered Peter in revulsion. “That’s what you told him. That’s what you kept hammering at; that’s what you used. She was raped by blacks. She was trying to find a connection in a bar, and she got raped.”

“It was the truth!”

“In one of those places it could have been anybody! Anybody! But it wasn’t, so you used it! You blamed the blacks! Oh, Christ!” It was all Chancellor could do to restrain himself. He wanted to kill or maim, so complete was his abhorrence of this man. “You don’t have to spell out the rest It’s goddamned clear! It’s the information missing in MacAndrew’s record. It’s what’s in Hoover’s files! After his wife had been put in the hospital, you made sure he was sent back to Korea. But not to his own outfit! To another! To a black command! And somehow you relayed the battle plans—the actual strategy—back to the Chinese! It was so obvious! An officer’s wife is raped, driven insane, by blacks, so he subjects black troops to murderous gunfire, willing to die with them if he has to, but above all, vengeance! A trap set by men in his own Army! Hundreds of men killed, hundreds missing, so the truth of what you did to his wife and probably dozens like her would never be known! Your experiments hidden! That’s what you held over him: rape and genocide! The first he wouldn’t talk about, the second he didn’t understand. But he saw the connection between them! It must have paralyzed him!”

“Lies!” Ramirez’s head moved back and forth convulsively. “That’s not what happened. You’ve built a terrible lie!”

Peter stood over the brigadier in the last extremity of loathing. “You look like a man who’s heard a lie,” he said sarcastically. “No, General, you’ve just heard the truth. You’ve been running from it for twenty-two years.”

Ramirez’s head moved faster, the denial more emphatic.

“There’s no proof!”

“There are questions. They lead to other questions. That’s how it works. People in high places betray the rest of us who put them there. Bastards!” Chancellor thrust his left hand down and grabbed Ramirez by the shirt, pulling him forward, the gun inches from the general’s eyes. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore. You disgust me! I think I could pull this trigger and kill you, and that scares the hell out of me. So you do exactly what I tell you, or you wont live to do anything else. You go over to the telephone on your desk and you call wherever you had that major taken and you tell them to release him. Now!”

“No!”

In a single, swift movement Peter whipped the barrel of the Colt automatic across Ramirez’s face. The skin broke; a trickle of blood rolled down the soldier’s cheek. Chancellor felt nothing. There was something frightening in that absence of feeling. “Make that call.”

Slowly Ramirez got to his feet, his eyes on the weapon, his hand touching the blood on his face. He picked up the phone and dialed.

“This is General Ramirez. I called for a special detail to be at my residence at eighteen-hundred for an arrest. The prisoner is a Major Brown. Release him.”

Ramirez listened as the voice on the line spoke. Peter pressed the barrel of the automatic into the brigadier’s temple.

“Do as I tell you,” said Ramirez. “Return the major to his vehicle.” He replaced the telephone, his hand still on the instrument. “He’ll be here soon. The MP depot’s ten minutes away.”

“I just told you I didn’t want to talk to you anymore, but I’ve changed my mind. We’re going to wait for Brown, and you’re going to tell me everything you know about Hoover’s files.”

“I know nothing.”

“The hell you don’t You people are into this thing like it was a pocket of quicksand. You’re choking in it. You removed eight months’ worth of material from Mac- Andrew’s service record.”

“That’s all we did.”

“Eight months! And the dates corresponded to the events leading up to Chasǒng. All the incriminating material. Then the massacre where MacAndrew sent waves of black troops into suicidal gunfire. Everything but the truth! You knew where that material ended up!”

“Not at first” The general could barely be heard. “At first it was standard procedure. All compromising information about candidates for the Joint Chiefs is removed and placed in G-Two archives. Someone thought it was dangerous; it was routed to PSA.”

“What’s that?”

“Psychiatric Systems Analyses. Until recently certain people at the bureau had access. PSA deals with defectors, potential blackmail of high-ranking officers, espionage. Lots of things.”

“Then, you knew it was in Hoover’s files!”

“We found out.”

“How?”

“A man named Longworth. He was a retired FBI agent living in Hawaii. He came back—for only a day, maybe two, I don’t remember—and warned Hoover that he was going to be killed. For his files. Hoover went out of his mind. He combed through them, looking for anything that might lead to the identity of the killers. He came across Chasǒng, and we got a phone call. We swore we were not involved; we offered guarantees, protection, anything. Hoover just wanted us to know what he knew. Then, of course, he was killed.”

Peter dropped the gun. The crash of metal against wood was loud and abrasive, but he did not hear it He heard only the echo of the brigadier’s last words.

Then, of course, he was killed.… Then, of course, he was killed.… Then, of course, he was killed.

Spoken as if the incredible information were neither electrifying nor even shocking, neither appalling nor even, perhaps, out of the ordinary. Instead, as though it were routine, common knowledge—data recorded and accepted and so entered into the books.

But it was not real. Other things were real, but not that. Not the assassination. That was the fantasy, the fiction that had propelled him into the nightmare, but it was the one thing that had never happened!

“What did you say?”

“Nothing you didn’t know,” said Ramirez, staring at the gun on the floor next to his shoes.

“Hoover died of heart failure. The medical examiner called it a cardiovascular disease. That’s how he died! He was an old man!” Chancellor spoke without breathing.

The brigadier looked up into Peter’s eyes. “Are you playing games? There was no autopsy. You know why and so do I.”

“You tell me. Don’t assume I know anything. Why wasn’t there an autopsy?”

“Orders from Sixteen hundred.”

“Who?”

“The White House.”

“Why?”

“They killed him. If they didn’t, they think they did. They think someone there did it. Or had it done. They give oblique orders over there, very ambiguous. You’re either on the team or you’re not; you learn how to read what’s said. He had to be killed. What’s the difference who did it?”

“Because of the files?”

“Partly. But they’re records; they can be burned, destroyed. It was the dispatch units. They’d gone too far.”

“Dispatch units? What are you talking about?”

“For God’s sake, Chancellor! You know what I’m talking about, or you wouldn’t be here! You wouldn’t have done what you did!”

Peter grabbed Ramirez by the cloth of his shirt. “What are dispatch units? What were Hoover’s dispatch units?”

The general’s eyes were fiat. It was as if he did not care any longer. “Assassination teams,” he said. “Men assigned to engineer situations in which specific people were killed. Either by provoking violence resulting in local police or national-guard action, or by hiring psychopaths, known killers or potential killers, to do the work and cutting them down when it was done. It was all once removed, divided secretly inside the bureau. No one knows how far it went. How far it was going. What assassinations could be attributed to Hoover. Or who would be called an enemy next.”

Slowly, staring in disbelief as the throbbing in his temples increased, Chancellor released the brigadier. Blinding white spots converged again in front of his eyes.

Dispatch units! Execution squads!

His own words came back to him. He saw the page and read it in his mind’s eye with terrible pain.


“Did you know about these … execution squads?”

“There’ve been rumors.” “What did you hear?” “Nothing specific. No proof.… Hoover departmentalizes everything. Everybody. He does it all secretly.… That way everyone stays in line.”

“Gestapor!”

“What did you hear?” “Only that there were final solutions.…” “Final—Oh, my God.” “If we ever needed a last, overwhelming justification, I think we have it. Hoover will be killed two weeks from Monday, the files taken.”



It was all true. It had been true from the beginning. God in heaven, it was never fiction! it was fact!

J. Edgar Hoover had not died the natural death of a sick old man. He had been assassinated.

And with sudden clarity Peter knew who had called for that assassination. It had not been the White House. Instead, it had been a group of men above reproach who made decisions of such impact that they were often the unseen, unelected force that ran the nation.

“You can’t do it! You have everything you need. Bring him to trial! Let him face the judgment of the courts! Of the country!”


“You don’t understand.… There’s not a court in the land, not a judge, not a member of the House or of the Senate, not the President or any of his cabinet, who can bring him to trial. It’s beyond that.”

“No, it isn’t! There are laws!” “There are the files.… People would be reached … by others who have to survive.”… “Then, you’re no better than he is.”



All true.

Inver Brass had demanded the death of J. Edgar Hoover, and the order had been carried out.

It happened so fast Chancellor could only react with a twisting, lurching movement of his body. He felt hands on his chest, then Ramirez’s shoulder against his ribs. He fell, turning sideways to avoid a second blow, but he was too late.

The brigadier had fallen to one knee, his right hand shooting out for the gun on the floor. He grabbed it, twisting it firmly in his grip, his fingers expertly around the handle, his thumb flicking upward instinctively to check the safety. He raised it.

Peter understood that if he had to die at this moment, he had to die trying to avoid that death. He sprang off his feet, hurling himself at the general.

Again he was too late. The thunderous explosion filled the room. Blood and tissue slapped against the nearby wall. The smoke from the barrel billowed in an acrid cloud.

Below him the soldier was dead. Brigadier General Ramirez, source control of Chasáng, had blown off most of his head.
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The gunshot—the explosion—was so shattering it had to have been heard blocks away. Someone would have called the police. He could not be seen leaving the house. He had to get out the back way quickly, into the darkness, into the shadows.

He ran in blind panic through a narrow hallway into a small kitchen. He lurched across the tiled floor to the back door, opened it cautiously, and let himself out, spinning around the door frame, pressing his back against the wall.

The house that faced him was separated from Ramirez’s by a tall hedge; he could see a driveway beyond the garage. Peter leaped off the small back porch onto the lawn and ran toward the hedge, shouldering his way through the thick branches until he was on the other side. He raced down the driveway into the street, turned left and kept running. Brown’s Triumph was in the next block, back on Ramirez’s street. At the corner he turned left again; a siren was whining harshly in the distance, coming closer. He slowed down and tried to walk casually; the police would not overlook a running man after reports of a gunshot.

He reached the Triumph and climbed inside. Through the rear window he could see that a small, excited crowd had gathered on Ramirez’s lawn. The flashing lights of a patrol car accompanied the approaching siren.

He heard the sound of another motor, this from the opposite direction. He turned; it was the military police vehicle. It stopped by the side of the Triumph. Brown got out, taking his keys from one of the soldiers.

They saluted the major; he did not return their salutes. The army car started up.

“Good. You’re back,” said Brown, opening the door.

“We’ve got to get out of here! Right away!”

“What’s the matter? What’s the crowd—?”

“Ramirez is dead.”

Brown said nothing. He climbed behind the wheel and started the Triumph’s engine. They sped off down the block, when suddenly coming toward them was a limousine, its headlights blinding, its outlines those of a giant killer shark slicing through dark waters. Peter could not help himself; he stared into the windows as the automobile raced past.

The driver was intent only on reaching his destination. Through the rear window, Chancellor saw what that destination was: Ramirez’s house.

The driver was black. Peter closed his eyes, trying to think.

“What happened?” asked Brown, turning the Triumph west toward the highway. “Did you kill him?”

“No. I might have, but I didn’t You were right; he shot himself. He couldn’t face Chasǒng. He was responsible for the massacre. It was engineered to keep the wraps on what they’d done to MacAndrew’s wife.”

Brown was silent for a moment When he spoke, it was with loathing as well as disbelief. “Bastards!”

“If the story of MacAndrew’s wife had been broken,” Peter continued, “it would have led to the exposure of dozens of other such operations. Other experiments. They knew what they were doing.”

“Ramirez admitted it?”

Peter looked at Brown. “Let’s say it came out. What’s mind-blowing is the rest I’m not sure I can even say the words. It’s that crazy.”

“Hoover’s files?”

“No. Hoover. He was killed. He was assassinated! It was true all along! It was never a lie!”

“Take it easy. I thought you said Varak told you it was a lie.”

“He was lying! He was protecting—” Peter stopped.

Varak. The specialist. The man of a hundred weapons, a dozen faces … assorted names. Good God! It had been there all the time, and he hadn’t seen it! Longworth. Varak had assumed the name of an agent named Longworth on the night of May first. It wasn’t someone else. Varak masquerading as Longworth had been one of the three men, without accountability, who had entered the bureau the night before Hoover died—which meant they knew that death was certain! They found half the files missing; that part was true. And Varak had given his life to trace them, then protected Bravo, protected with his life the extraordinary diplomat known to the world as Munro St. Claire.

Varak had been Hoover’s assassin! What had Frederick Wells said? Varak was the killer, not Inver Brass … I can and will raise disturbing questions … from the tenth of April through the night of May first … Varak has those files!

Which meant Munro St Claire had the files. Varak himself had been lied to, manipulated!

By his mentor Bravo.

And now the cult of Chasǒng had zeroed in on Ramirez. The cult given influence and power by Munro St. Claire, who had used Varak as he had used everyone else. Including one Peter Chancellor.

It was all coming to an end. The forces were closing in, colliding, as Carlos Montelán had said they would collie. It would be finished this night, one way or the other.

“I’m going to tell you everything I know,” he said. “Drive to Arundel; they can’t follow us. I’ll tell you on the way. I want you to stay with Alison. When we get there, I want to take your car. I want you to wait awhile, then call Munro St Claire in Washington. Tell him I’ll be waiting for him at Genesis’s house on the bay. He’s to come alone. I’ll be watching; he won’t find me if he’s not alone.”
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The sound of waves slapping against rocks drifted up from the water’s edge. Peter lay in the wet grass. The air was cold as the ground was cold, the wind from the bay carried in gusts, whistling through the tall trees that bordered the winter lawn. A man who had betrayed him, a man he had believed was his friend, had taught him things in the midst of that betrayal That was why he was where he was, his eyes on the stone gates of the entrance fifty yards away and on the road beyond.

When making a contact, position was everything. Protect yourself by being able to observe all approaching vehicles; keep rapid, undetectable escape available.

Friends were enemies, and enemies taught one strategies with which to fight them. It was part of the insanity that was all too real.

He saw headlights in the distance, about a half mile away. Peter could not be sure, but the lights seemed to sway back and forth. Every now and then they appeared to be stationary, as if the car had stopped, only to start swaying again. Had the circumstances been different, Chancellor thought, he might have been watching a drunken driver trying to find his way home. Was it possible this powerful manipulator of men and governments had been drinking? Ramirez had blown his own head off because he could not face Chasǒng. Were the revelations about Inver Brass more than St Claire wanted to hear in a stable frame of mind?

The automobile came haltingly through the gates. Peter momentarily suspended his breath, his eyes riveted on the terrible sight It was the silver Mark IV Continental! That St Claire would drive it to their confrontation was confirmation that the man, like the vehicle, was a monster.

He watched as the silver obscenity rolled around the circular drive to the wide steps of the front entrance; then he focused his eyes back on the road beyond the gateposts. He peered into the darkness, his concentration total. There were no headlights on the road, nor any black shapes against gray darkness that would be a vehicle traveling with its headlights off.

He remained in the grass for nearly five minutes, alternately watching St Claire. The diplomat had gotten out of the car, climbed the steps, and walked to the end of the porch. He was standing by the railing, staring out at the water.

Another man, a compassionate man, had stood on a fisherman’s dock staring out at another stretch of water twelve hours before. At dawn. That man was dead, led into a trap by an enemy, cut down by fanatics who obeyed the instructions of a monster.

Chancellor was satisfied: Munro St Claire had come alone.

Peter rose from the grass and walked across the lawn toward the Victorian porch. St Claire remained at the railing; Chancellor approached him from behind. He reached into his pockets with both hands and pulled out Brown’s automatic in his right, the flashlight in his left. When he was within eight feet, he leveled both up at St Claire and snapped on the light.

“Keep your right arm above you,” he ordered. “With your left reach into your pocket and throw me the keys to your car.”

It took the ambassador several seconds to answer. He seemed shaken. The suddenness of Chancellor’s appearance, the blinding beam of light, the curt instructions barked from the darkness momentarily paralyzed him. Peter was grateful for an enemy’s training.

“I don’t have the keys, young man. They’re in the car.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Chancellor angrily. “Give me those keys!”

“I suggest we return to the car, and you can see for yourself. I’ll keep both hands above me if you wish.”

“I wish.”

The keys were in the ignition of the Mark IV. Chancellor held the old man against the hood as he checked the diplomat’s pockets and chest St Claire carried no weapon. The realization was bewildering, as bewildering as the keys left in the Mark IV. An automobile was an escape; the leader of Inver Brass would know that.

The flashlight off, Peter shoved the automatic into St. Claire’s back. They walked up the steps and out to the front of the porch. He spun the old man around against the railing and stood facing him.

“If I was late, forgive me,” said the ambassador. “I haven’t driven in nearly twelve years. I tried to explain that to your unidentified friend on the telephone, but he wouldn’t listen.”

St. Claire’s statement made sense. It explained the swaying headlights. It also proved that St. Claire was frightened. He would never have taken such risks at night on the highways and back roads if he had been anything else. “But you came anyway, didn’t you?”

“You knew I couldn’t refuse. You found my man. You discovered the transmitters. I imagine they could be traced to me.”

“Could they?”

“I’m not an expert at such things. Varak was, but I’m not. I’m not even sure how they were obtained.”

“I can’t accept that The man who runs Inver Brass is much more resourceful.”

St. Claire drew himself up in the darkness. The sound of the name seemed to pain him. “You’ve been told, then.”

“Does it surprise you? I told you I knew the identities of Venice, Christopher, Paris, and Banner. And Bravo. Why not Inver Brass?”

“How much have you learned since?”

“Enough to frighten me to death. Forty years, countless millions. Unknown men who ran the country.”

“You’re exaggerating. We came to the aid of the country during periods of crisis. That’s far more accurate.”

“Who determined what a crisis was? You?”

“Crises have a way of being apparent”

“Not always. Not to everybody.”

“We had access to information not available to ‘everybody.’ ”

“And you acted on it rather than making the information public.”

“They were essentially acts of charity. Ultimately for the good of that ‘everybody’ you refer to. We never acted for ourselves.” St Claire’s voice rose, his defense of Inver Brass deeply felt.

“There are ways to provide charity openly. Why didn’t you use them?”

“That sort of charity is always temporary. It doesn’t attack root causes.”

“And root causes can’t be left to the judgments of those elected to understand them, is that it?”

“You’re oversimplifying our viewpoint, and you know it, Mr. Chancellor.”

“I know I’d rather take my chances with an imperfect system I can follow than one I can’t see.”

“That’s sophistry. It’s quite easy for you to argue civics, but while you’re arguing, a thousand pockets of frustration are inexorably spreading. If they touch, there’ll be an eruption of violence beyond your imagination. When that happens, freedom of choice will be eliminated in the cause of adequate diet. It’s as simple as that. Over the years we’ve tried to control that spread. Would you want to stop us?”

Peter conceded the logic of St. Claire’s reasoning, knowing that this brilliant, devious man, masked in such goodness, was forcing him on the defensive, veering him away from the point of their confrontation. He had to remind himself that St. Claire was a monster; there was blood on his hands.

“There are other ways,” he said. “Other solutions.”

“There may be, but I’m not sure we’ll find them in our lifetimes. Certainly not mine. Perhaps in the act of seeking solutions there’s the prevention of violence we hope for.”

Peter attacked suddenly. “You found one solution that was rooted in violence, though, didn’t you? The bait was the truth, after all.”

“What?”

“You killed Hoover! Inver Brass ordered his assassination!”

At the words St. Claire stiffened; a short stifled cry came from his throat. His confidence vanished. He was suddenly an old man accused of a terrible crime.

“Where did—?… Who—?” He could not articulate the question.

“For the moment it doesn’t matter. What matters is that the order was given and carried out You executed a man without a trial, without the judgment of an open court. That’s what’s supposed to separate us from a large part of this world, Mr. Ambassador. From that violence you hate so.”

“There were reasons!”

“Because you believed he was a killer? Because you’d heard he had his assassination teams, his ‘dispatch units’?”

“In large measure, yes!”

“Not good enough. If you knew it, you should have said it! All of you.”

“It couldn’t have been done that way! I told you, there were reasons.”

“Other reasons, you mean?”

“Yes!”

“The files?”

“For God’s sake, yes! The files!”


“You can’t do it! You have everything you need. Bring him to trial! Let him face the judgment of the courts! Of the country! There are laws!”

“There are the files.… People would be reached … by others who have to survive.” …

“Then, you’re no better than he is”



“You’re better than he was,” said Chancellor quietly. “We believed with all our hearts and souls that we were.” St. Claire was passing through the first shock waves; he was finding part of the control he had lost “I can’t believe this. I misread Varak so completely.”

“Don’t try that,” replied Peter coldly. “I despise everything he was, but Varak gave his life for you. The truth is you misled him.” “Wrong! Never!”

“The whole time! Varak was ‘Longworth,’ and ‘Longworth’ got into the bureau the night Hoover was killed. Varak got those files! He gave them to you!”

“A through L, yes! We’ve never denied it. They were destroyed. Not M through Z! They were missing. They are missing!”

“No! Varak thought they were missing because that’s what you wanted him to think!”

“You’re insane!” St. Claire whispered. “There were two other men with Varak that night! One of them—maybe both working together—emptied and switched the folders, or combined them, or just lied. I don’t know how, but that’s where it was done. You knew Varak wouldn’t be compromised about the files, so you went around him.”

St. Claire shook his head, his expression tortured. “No. You’re wrong. The theory is plausible, even ingenious, I admit that. But it simply is not true!”

“Those two men disappeared! Their names were covers, their identities impossible to trace!”

“For a different purpose! Hoover had to be eliminated. The country couldn’t stand even the hint of another assassination. There would have been chaos; it would have fueled the fanatics who want to run this government in violation of every constitutional principle! We couldn’t allow any traces. You must believe that!”

“You’ve lied and lied and lied! There’s no way you can make me believe anything.”

St. Claire paused, reflective. “Perhaps there is. By explaining why, then going one step further: putting my life and everything I’ve stood for for over fifty years of service in your hands.”

“The purpose first,” said Peter harshly. “Why was Hoover murdered?”

“He was the absolute ruler of a government unto itself. There was no clear-cut chain of command. His government was amorphous, without structure; he kept it that way. He had gone way beyond the severest illegalities. No one really knew how far, but there was sufficient evidence pointing to the killings you spoke of; we knew about the blackmail. It reached into the Oval Office. All this might, in itself, have justified the decision, but there was a further consideration that made it irrevocable. An amorphous chain of command was organizing; both within and outside the bureau. Viciously unprincipled men were circling around Hoover, flattering, cajoling, pretending to worship. They had only one objective: his private files. With them they could rule the country. He had to be eliminated before any pacts were made.”

St. Claire stopped. He was becoming tired; his own doubts showed on his face.

“I don’t agree with you,” said Peter, “but things are clearer. How are you going to put fifty years of service in my hands?”

St Claire took a deep breath. “I believe in man’s instinct at certain moments to perceive the truth no matter what I think this is one of those moments. Only two men on the face of the earth knew every step of Hoover’s assassination. The man who created the plan and myself. That man is dead; he died in front of you. I’m left. That plan is your find proof, for no strategy conceived by human beings is perfect; something is always left undone if others know where to look. By telling you I not only place my life in your hands, but far more important, I place the work of a lifetime at your disposal. What you do with it means more to me than whatever time I have left. Will you accept this moment? Will you let me try to convince you?”

“Go ahead.”

As St. Claire spoke, Peter understood the devastating nature of what was being given him. The ambassador was right on two points. Chancellor knew instinctively that he was hearing the truth, and beyond that certainty, he realized that Hoover’s murder was within reach of being confirmed. St. Claire would not use names—other than Varak’s—but it was reasonable to assume that identities could be uncovered.

An actress whose husband had been destroyed during the McCarthy madness; two former Marine communications specialists, both experienced in electronics and telephone interceptions, one an expert marksman; an operative from Britain’s MI6, known to have worked closely with the National Security Council during the Berlin crisis; an American surgeon living in Paris, an expatriate socialist whose wife and son had been killed in an accident with an FBI vehicle that had been involved in illegal, unwarranted surveillance. These had been the team. The threads were uncut; they could be followed to their sources. The plan itself was the work of an intelligence genius, even to the subtle inclusion of a White House advisor’s name.

It accounted for Ramirez’s judgment: There was no autopsy.… Orders from Sixteen hundred.… The White House … killed him. If they didn’t, they think they did. They think someone over there did it. Or had it done.

What an incredible mind Varak had possessed!

St. Claire finished, exhausted. “Have I told you the truth? Do you believe me now?”

“As far as we’ve gone, yes. There’s one step further. If I sense a lie, it’s all a lie. Is that fair?”

“There are no more lies. Not where you are concerned. It’s fair.”

“What’s the meaning of Chasǒng?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s not significant?”

“Quite the contrary. Varak called it a ‘decoy.’ He believed it was the key to the identity of the man of Inver Brass who betrayed us.”

“Explain that.”

Once again St. Claire breathed deeply, his exhaustion even more apparent “It concerned MacAndrew. Something happened at Chasǒng to discredit his command. Thus the phrase ‘Mac the Knife, killer of Chasǒng.’ There was an enormous loss of life; MacAndrew was held responsible. Once his guilt was established, it was expected to stop there. Varak thought that it shouldn’t. He felt there was something else, something that involved MacAndrew’s wife.”

“Did you ever learn the composition of the troops at Chasǒng?”

“The composition?”

“The racial composition.” Chancellor watched the old man closely.

“No. I wasn’t aware that there was any such thing as a ‘racial composition.’ ”

“Suppose I told you that the casualty records of Chas5ng are among the most closely guarded secrets in the Army archives; hundreds were killed and listed as missing. Only thirty-seven survived, six of whom are incapable of communicating. That the thirty-one remaining survivors are in thirty-one separate hospitals across the country. Would all this mean anything to you?”

“It would be further confirmation of the paranoia that exists in the Pentagon. Not unlike the Hoover regime at the bureau.”

“That’s all?”

“We’re speaking of wasted lives. Perhaps paranoia is too vague a term.”

“I’d say so. Because it wasn’t an unnecessary loss of life due to MacAndrew. It was a trap set by our own Army. It was a conspiracy of command. Those troops—to the last soldier—were black. It was racial murder.”

St. Claire held his position by the ratling, his expression frozen. Seconds passed; the only sounds were the waves against the rocks and the gusts of wind off the water. The ambassador found his voice.

“In the name of God, why?”

Peter stared at the diplomat, feeling both relief and bewilderment. The old man was not lying; his shock was genuine. St. Claire was many things that were unforgivable, but he was not the betrayer of Inver Brass. He did not have the files. Peter returned the gun to his pocket.

“To cover an intelligence operation that involved MacAndrew’s wife. To stop MacAndrew from asking questions. If it had been unearthed, it would have led to the exposure of dozens of similar operations. Men and women placed on drugs, on hallucinogens. Experiments that would have blown up in the faces of those who conceived them, destroyed their careers, and probably gotten several of them killed by the man they had led into the trap: Mac- Andrew.”

“And for those reasons they sacrificed— Oh, my God!”

“That’s what Chasǒng means,” said Peter quietly. “Everything else was Varak’s decoy.”

St. Claire stepped forward, his legs unsteady, his features contorted. “Do you realize what you’re saying? Inver Brass—Only one member of Inver Brass is—”

“He’s dead.”

The breath left St Claire’s lungs. For an instant his whole body was contorted. Chancellor continued softly.

“Sutherland’s dead. So is Jacob Dreyfus. And you don’t have the files. That leaves two men. Wells and Montelán.”

The news of Dreyfus’s death was almost more than St. Claire could absorb. His eyes seemed to float in their sockets. He held the railing, gripping it awkwardly in his hands.

“Gone. They’re gone.” The words were whispered in sorrow.

Peter approached the old man, feeling compassion and relief. At last there was an ally! A powerful man who could end the nightmare.

“Mr. Ambassador?”

At the sound of the title, St. Claire looked up at Peter. There was an unmistakable flash of gratitude in his eyes. “Yes?”

“I should leave you alone for a while, but I can’t do that. People have traced me. I think they’ve found out what I’ve learned. MacAndrew’s daughter is in hiding; two people are with her, but that’s no guarantee she’s safe. I can’t go to the police, I can’t get protection. I need your help.”

The diplomat was finding what was left of his strength. “You’ll have it, of course,” he began. “And you’re quite right, there’s no time for remorse. Thoughts can come later. Not now.”

“What can we do?”

“Cut out the cancer in the full knowledge that the patient may die. And in this case the patient is dead already. Inver Brass is gone.”

“May I take you to my friends? To MacAndrew’s daughter?”

“Yes, of course.” St. Claire pushed away from the railing. “No, it would be a waste of time. The telephone is faster. In spite of what you think, there are people in Washington who can be trusted. The vast majority, in fact You’ll have your protection.” St Claire gestured toward the front entrance; he reached into his pocket for a key.

They had to step in quickly. The diplomat explained: The alarm system was suspended by a key for ten seconds while they entered, reactivated with the closing of the door.

Inside, St. Claire went through the arch into the huge sitting room, turning on the lights. He walked to a telephone, picked it up, stopped, and replaced it in its cradle. He turned to Chancellor.

“The best protection,” he said, “is to stop the attackers. Wells or Montelán, either or both.”

“My guess would be Wells.”

“Why? What did he say to you?”

“That the country needed him.”

“He’s right His arrogance in no way vitiates his brilliance.”

“The files panicked him. He said he was part of them.”

“He was. Is.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Wells is his middle name, his mother’s. The files make that clear. It was legally assumed shortly after his parents were divorced. He was an infant His name at birth was Reisler. It’s in the missing files, M through Z. Does the name mean anything to you?”

“Yes.” Peter remembered. The name evoked an image of a strutting, vicious figure of thirty-five years ago. “Frederick Reisler. One of the leaders of the German-American Bund. I used him as the basis for a character in Reichstag! He was a stockbroker.”

“A genius on the Street He funneled millions to Hitler. Wells has been running from that stigma all his life. More important, he’s served his country selflessly to make amends. He’s terrified the files will expose a legacy that’s tortured him.”

“Then, I think it’s him. The heritage fits.”

“Perhaps, but I doubt it. Unless his cunning is beyond anything I can conceive of, why would he fear exposure if he has the files? What did the hidalgo say?”

“What?”

“Montelán. Paris. Far more attractive than Banner, yet infinitely more arrogant Generations of Castilian wealth, immense family influence, stolen and stripped by the Falangists. Carlos has a hatred in him. He despises all sources of absolute control. I sometimes think he searches the world for deposed aristocrats—”

“What did you just say?” broke in Chancellor. “He despises what?”

“Absolutists. The fascist mentality in all forms.”

“No. You said control. Sources of control!”

“Yes, I did.”

Ramirez! thought Peter. The source control of Chasǒng. Was that it? Was that the connection? Ramirez. Montelán. Two aristocrats of the same blood. Both filled with hatred. Appealing to—using—the same minorities they held in such contempt?

“I haven’t got time to explain,” Peter said, suddenly sure. “But it’s Montelán! Can you reach him?”

“Of course. Each member of Inver Brass can be contacted within minutes. There are codes he can’t ignore.”

“Montelán might.”

The ambassador arched his eyebrows. “He won’t know why I’m calling. His own fear of exposure will force him to respond. But, of course, exposure isn’t enough, is it?” St. Claire paused; Chancellor did not interrupt “He must be killed. A final life demanded by Inver Brass. How tragically it’s all turned out.” St. Claire picked up the telephone. Instantly, he stopped, his ashen face now white. “It’s dead.”

“It can’t be!”

“It wasn’t a moment ago.”

Without warning, the shattering sound of a bell filled the cavernous room.

Chancellor spun toward the archway, his right hand lunging into his pocket, gripping the small automatic, pulling it out.

A gunshot accompanied the smashing of glass from a window on the porch. Quick, iced pain spread throughout Peter’s arm and shoulder; blood appeared on his jacket He dropped the gun to the floor.

There was the crash of wood against wood from the hallway. The front door was slammed back into the wall. Two slender men—black men in tight-fitting trousers and dark shirts—raced into the room with catlike speed and crouched, still standing, gripping weapons leveled at Chancellor.

Behind them an immense figure walked out of the darkness of the hall into the eerie light of the room.

It was Daniel Sutherland.

He stood motionless, staring at Peter, his eyes contemptuous. He held out his huge hand and opened his palm. In it was a capsule. He closed his fist and turned his hand downward; his fingers ground against his palm.

A dark red fluid burst from his fist, covering his skin and dripping to the floor.

“The theater, Mr. Chancellor. The art of deception.”
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Everything happened in rapid, crisp movements that were marks of professionals. Other blacks entered; the house was surrounded. Munro St Claire was held by the table. Peter was pulled away, a strip of cloth strapped tightly over his shoulder wound. A man was dispatched to the gates to await the local police with the proper explanation of why the alarm went off.

Daniel Sutherland nodded, turned, and walked back into the darkness of the hallway. Again, without warning, the inconceivable happened. The man holding Bravo released him and stepped away; sounds of explosions filled the room.

Munro St. Claire was impaled against the wall, riddled by gunfire, his body host to a fusillade of bullets. He slumped to the floor, his wide eyes dead and unbelieving.

“Oh, my God.…” Chancellor heard the terrified words, unaware that they were his. Aware only of the horror he had witnessed.

In seconds Sutherland returned from the dark hallway. His eyes were sad, his erect bearing somehow burdened with grief.

He spoke softly as he looked down at the fallen St Claire. “You would never have understood. Nor would the others. Those files must not be destroyed. They must be used to right a great many wrongs.” The judge raised his eyes and looked at Peter. “We gave Jacob a more proper burial than you accorded him. His death will be announced in time. As will the others.”

“You’ve killed them all,” whispered Chancellor.

“Yes,” replied Sutherland. “Banner two nights ago, and Paris last night.”

“You’ll be caught.”

“Mrs. Montelán believes her husband has been sent to the Far East by the State Department. We have men at State; the proper documents will be recorded, and Montelán will be reported killed by terrorists. It’s not so unusual these days. Wells had a fatal automobile accident on a wet country road off the highway. You were of considerable help in his case. His car was found in the morning.”

Sutherland spoke matter-of-factly, as if killing and violence were perfectly natural phenomena, neither unusual nor to be dwelt upon.

“You have men at the State Department?” said Peter, bewildered. “Then you were able to trace the sterile house in Saint Michaels.”

“We could and did.”

“But you didn’t have to. You had O’Brien.”

“I don’t think you should try to deceive us, Mr. Chancellor. We’re not in the pages of a book. We’re all real here.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know precisely what I mean. We never had O’Brien. We had others. Not him.”

“Not him.…” Chancellor could only repeat Sutherland’s words.

“A resourceful man, Mr. O’Brien,” continued Sutherland. “A very brave man. He fired into the fuel tanks, setting the boats on fire, then risked his life to lead us away from your car. Courage matching ingenuity, an estimable combination.”

Peter could not repress the sound of the sharp intake of breath that escaped from his throat. O’Brien had not betrayed them!

Sutherland was talking, but the words had no meaning. Nothing had meaning any longer.

“What did you say?” asked Peter, looking around at the scrubbed, clean faces of the blacks. There were five men now, each with a weapon in his hand.

“I said as gently as possible that your death can’t be avoided.”

“Why didn’t you kill me before?”

“In the beginning we tried to. Then I reconsidered. You’d begun your manuscript. We had to prove you were mad. People have read what you’ve written; we have no way of knowing how many. You’ve come remarkably close to the truth. We couldn’t allow that. The country must believe those files were destroyed. You wrote otherwise. Fortunately, your behavior has been questioned, and there are some who think you’ve gone out of your mind. You sustained head injuries in an accident that nearly killed you. You lost a loved one, and your recovery has been abnormally slow. Your paranoid sense of conspiracy is displayed in each of your books, progressively more acute. The final proof of your instability—”

“Final proof?” interrupted Peter, dazed by Sutherland’s argument.

“Yes,” continued the judge. “The final proof of your instability would come when you swore I was dead. Needless to say, my reaction would be one of amusement I had met you once, the memory of that meeting dim. It wasn’t particularly memorable. You’d be dismissed as a maniac.”

“A maniac,” Peter said. “The bureau had ‘maniacs.’ Hoover’s inheritors. They worked with you.”

“Three did. They didn’t understand it was to be a short-lived association. We had the same objective: Hoover’s files. What they did not know was that we had half of them, the half that weren’t destroyed. We wanted known fanatics who would be caught and killed, the entire files presumably having disappeared with their deaths. Their other function was to drive you to the precipice. If they killed you, it was on their heads. You were a harmless meddler, but they took you seriously.”

“You are going to kill me. You wouldn’t tell me these things if you weren’t.” Peter made the observation calmly, almost clinically.

“I’m not without feeling. I don’t wish to take your life; I derive no pleasure from it. But I have to. The least I can do is try to satisfy your curiosity. And I do have an offer to make.”

“What offer?”

“The girl’s life. There’s no reason for Miss MacAndrew to die. Whatever she thinks she knows will have been told her by a writer who recognized his own madness and killed himself. The pathology is classic for creative people. Depression sets in when the lines of reality are blurred.”

Peter wondered at his own calm. “Thank you. You put me in company I’m not sure I deserve. What’s the exchange? I’ll do anything you say.”

“Where’s O’Brien?”

“What?…” Chancellor drew out the word, bewildered.

“Where’s O’Brien? Did you speak with him while you were with Ramirez? He can’t go to the bureau or the police. We’d know about it if he did. Where is he?”

Peter watched Sutherland’s eyes closely. Look to the fiction, he thought. Something was better than nothing, no matter how remote the possibilities. And there was a possibility.

“If I tell you, what guarantees do I have that you’ll let her live?”

“Ultimately, none. Only my word.”

“Your word? You’re the one who’s crazy! Accept the word of the man who betrayed his friends, betrayed Inver Brass?”

“There’s no inconsistency. Inver Brass was formed to give extraordinary aid to the country in times of desperate need—to all the men and women of this country, because this nation was for all its people. What has become apparent is that the country is not for all its people. It never will be. It must be forced to include those it would prefer to overlook. The nation has betrayed me, Mr. Chancellor. And millions like me. That fact does not alter who I am. It may change what I am, but not my values. My word is one of them. You have it.”

Peter’s mind raced, remembering, selecting. O’Brien had only one place to go after the Chesapeake marina, one place where they had not been followed. The motel in Ocean City. It would be there he would wait—a day at least for Alison and Peter to make contact. Quinn had nowhere else to go.

Look to the fiction; there is nothing else left.

In Counterstrike! a telephone call was made to enlist help in an escape. The method was simple: A false message was given, logical to those who overheard it but virtually meaningless to the receiver. In it was hidden a clue to a specific location. It was up to the receiver to figure out where.

“A trade, then,” said Peter. “O’Brien for MacAndrew’s daughter.”

“That does not include Major Brown. He’s not part of the exchange. He’s our property.”

“You know about him?”

“Of course. From the data-processing center in McLean. Within minutes of the Chasǒng records being pulled, we were aware of it”

“I see. You’re going to kill him?”

“That depends. We don’t know him. It may well be he’ll be assigned to a base hospital thousands of miles away. We do not indiscriminately take life.”

You’ll kill him, thought Chancellor. Once you know him, you’ll kill him.

“You’re telling me you know where Brown and Alison are,” said Peter.

“We do. In Arundel Village. We have a man there, outside the hotel.”

“I want her driven into Washington where I can speak with her.”

“Demands, Mr. Chancellor?”

“If you want O’Brien.”

“She won’t be harmed. You have my word.”

“Let’s call it the initial proof that you’ll keep it For God’s sake, don’t push me. I don’t want to die. I’m frightened.” Peter kept his voice low; it was not difficult to be convincing.

“What guarantee do I have?” asked the judge. “How will you deliver O’Brien?”

“We’ll have to get to a telephone. This one’s dead, but you know that. I only have a number and a room. I have no idea where.” Chancellor raised his arm to look at his watch. The movement caused a sharp pain in his wounded shoulder. “O’Brien should be there for another twenty to thirty minutes. After that he’s to call me.”

“What’s the telephone number?”

“That won’t do you any good; he’s fifty miles away. He knows my voice. He worked out a code for me to use and one of several places to meet during specific times.” Peter’s mind raced as he spoke. Several nights ago O’Brien had used a fictitious pay telephone on Wisconsin Avenue as a cover for a second location, a second phone booth, where Peter was to go to take his call. There was a pay phone at a gas station outside of Salisbury. Quinn and Alison had been there with him when he’d called Morgan in New York. O’Brien would remember that booth.

“It’s two fifteen. Where could you meet at this hour?” Sutherland stood motionless, his voice wary.

“A gas station near Salisbury; I’m to confirm it. He’ll want me to describe the car I’m driving. And I don’t think hell show himself if he sees people in the car with me. You’ll have to conceal yourselves.”

“It’s not a problem. What are the words of the code?” asked the judge. “The precise words.”

“They don’t mean anything. He was reading a newspaper.”

“What are they?”

“The senator called a last-minute quorum on the defense expenditures.’ ”

Chancellor winced and reached across his chest to hold his wounded shoulder. The gesture diminished any importance Peter might have given to the meaning of the code. They were merely words chosen at random from a newspaper.

“We’ll use the ambassador’s car,” said Sutherland finally. “You’ll drive the last few miles. Until then you’ll ride in the back with me. Two of my men will accompany us. When you take the wheel, they’ll conceal themselves. I’m sure you’ll cooperate fully.”

“I expect your cooperation, too. I want your man away from Arundel. I want Alison driven to Washington. Brown can do that; you can go after him later. How far’s the nearest telephone?”

“On the table, Mr. Chancellor. Or will be in a matter of minutes.” The judge turned to the muscular black on his left He spoke quietly in an unfamiliar language.

It was the language shouted at the Chesapeake marina. Shouted in defiance at the moment of death. The language Varak had not understood.

The slender black man nodded and ran quickly into the hallway and out the front door.

“The telephone will be reconnected,” Sutherland explained. “The wires were not severed, only placed on an intermediate circuit that does not break the terminal line.” The judge paused, then continued. “I spoke in Ashanti. It was the language of the African Gold Coast in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It’s not easy to learn; there’s no language like it We can converse anywhere, among anyone; relay instructions, issue orders without being understood.”

Sutherland turned to the two men across the room. Again he spoke in the strange-sounding Ashanti. The two blacks put their weapons in their belts and walked rapidly to St. Claire’s dead body. They picked it up and carried it out.

The telephone rang once. “It’s fixed,” Sutherland said. “Call O’Brien. Our man is listening on the line. If you say anything unacceptable, the connection will be broken, the woman killed.”

Peter walked to the telephone. St. Claire’s blood formed jagged blots and streaks on the wall next to the table. He could feel it beneath the soles of his shoes. He picked up the phone.

He dialed the number of the motel in Ocean City and asked the switchboard for Upper South Suite. The room phone rang; the wait was unbearable; O’Brien wasn’t there!

Then he heard the click and a quiet “Yes?”

“Quinn?”

“Peter! My God, where are you? I’ve been—”

“There’s no time!” interrupted Chancellor, speaking in uncharacteristic anger in the hope that O’Brien would look for a message in his words. “You asked for a goddamned code, so I’m giving it to you. The senator called a last-minute quorum over the defense expenditures.’ Wasn’t that it? If it isn’t, it’s close enough.”

“What the hell—?”

“I want to meet as soon as possible!” Again the interruption was abrasive, discourteous, on the edge of contempt So out of character, so inconsistent. “It’s between two and three in the morning. According to your schedule that’s the gas station on the road to Salisbury. I’ll be driving a light-colored Continental. A silver Mark IV. Be sure you’re alone!”

There was a brief silence on the line. Peter stared at the blood-soaked wallpaper and closed his eyes, his face turned away from Sutherland. When he heard Quinn’s words, he felt like crying. Tears of relief. “All right,” said O’Brien, his voice as hostile as Chancellor’s. “A Mark IV. I’ll be there. And for your information, a code isn’t stupid. By using it I know you’re not under pressure. And with you, you son of a bitch, that’s rare. See you in an hour.”

O’Brien hung up. He had understood. Quinn’s final words confirmed it. They were as out of character as his own. The false message had carried the right meaning.

Peter faced the judge. “Now it’s your turn. Call Arundel.”

Sutherland sat beside him in the back seat of the Continental, the two blacks in front They sped south over country roads, across the Choptank River, past signs that proclaimed the townships of Bethlehem, Preston, and Hurlock. Toward Salisbury. The judge had kept his word. Alison was in Washington; she’d arrive at the Hay-Adams long before they reached Salisbury. Peter would telephone her from a roadside booth once O’Brien was taken. It was to be his good-bye, his death to follow, mercifully quick, at an unexpected moment—that, too, was part of the agreement.

Chancellor turned to the judge. The huge black head reflected racing flashes of light and shadow.

“How did you get the files?” Peter asked.

“M through Z, Mr. Chancellor,” said Sutherland. “That’s what we have. A through L were destroyed by Inver Brass. I could only get half.”

“I’m going to die; that’s not easy for me to say. I’d like to know how you got them.”

The judge looked at Peter, his dark eyes magnified in the dim light. “There’s no harm in telling you. It wasn’t difficult. As you know, Varak assumed Longworth’s name. The real Alan Longworth is exactly what I told you he was in my office several months ago: one of Hoover’s closest associates, persuaded to work against Hoover. His reward was to spend the rest of his life in the Hawaiian Islands, his wants supplied, beyond the reach of those who might try to kill him. Hoover was told he died of natural causes: a disease. In fact, a memorial service was held for Longworth. Hoover himself gave the eulogy.”

Chancellor thought of the outline for his novel The fiction was again the reality.


A medical deception is mounted.… The report is forwarded to Hoover: The agent is riddled with duodenal cancer. It has spread beyond surgery; his life expectancy is no more than a few months at best. Hoover has no alternative. He releases the man, believing the agent is going home to die.…



“Hoover never questioned Longworth’s death?” asked Peter.

“There was no reason to,” replied Sutherland. “The surgeon’s report was sent to him. It left no doubts.” The fiction. The reality.

The judge continued. “I brought Alan Longworth back to life. From Hawaii For one day. It was most dramatic. A man returned from the dead for only a single day, but it was a day J. Edgar Hoover nearly stopped the wheels of government; his fury was intense. And his fear.” A slow smile came to Sutherland; it could be seen in the swiftly moving shadows. He went on, staring straight ahead. “Longworth told Hoover the truth as far as he knew it, as much as we told him. He was psychologically ready to do this, so deep was his own guilt. Hoover had been his mentor—in a way his god—and he had been forced to betray him. There was a conspiracy to murder him, Longworth told Hoover. For his private files. The conspirators were unknown men inside and outside the bureau. Men with access to every code, every release of a vault in an emergency. Hoover panicked, as we knew he would panic. Phone calls were made all over Washington—including one to Ramirez, incidentally—and Hoover learned nothing. There was only one person he felt he could trust: his closest friend, Clyde Tolson. He began systematically removing the files to Tolson’s house—to his basement, to be precise. But he fell behind the schedule we had projected; not all the files were removed. We couldn’t press him; we couldn’t take the risk of doing that. We could get inside Tolson’s home. We had enough. We have enough. Files M through Z will give us the leverage we never had before.”

“For what?”

“To shape the concerns of government,” said Sutherland emphatically.

“What happened to Longworth?”

“You killed him, Mr. Chancellor. MacAndrew pulled the trigger, but you killed him. You sent MacAndrew after him.”

“And your people killed MacAndrew.”

“We had no choice. He’d learned too much. He had to die, at any rate. Although he wasn’t responsible, he was the symbol of Chasǒng. Hundreds of black soldiers murdered, led to their deaths by their own commanders. The most heinous crime of which man is capable.”

“Racial murder,” said Peter quietly.

“A form of genocide. The most despicable form,” said Sutherland, his eyes filled with hatred. “For convenience. To stop one man from learning the truth because that truth would expose a network of crimes—experiments—that civilized men should never have sanctioned but did.”

Chancellor let the moment pass. The silence was electric. “The phone calls. The killing. Why? What did Phyllis Maxwell or Bromley or Rawlins have to do with Chasǒng? Or O’Brien, for that matter? Why did you go after them?”

The judge answered rapidly. The victims mentioned were not of consequence. “Chasǒng was not involved. Phyllis Maxwell had uncovered information we wished to use ourselves; it led to the Oval Office. Bromley deserved no less. He had the courage to take on the Pentagon, but he crippled an urban-renewal project in Detroit that would have benefited thousands of destitute slum dwellers. Black people, Mr. Chancellor. He sold out to criminal elements who provided him with information that augmented his headline-gathering crusade against the military. At the expense of black people! Rawlins was the most dangerous example of the false New South. He gave lip service to emerging ‘new values’ and privately in committee thwarted every congressional attempt to give teeth to the laws. And he abused black women, don’t forget that. The parents of those children can’t”

Sutherland had finished.

“What about O’Brien?” Peter asked. “Why do you want him now?”

“Once again, you’re responsible. He’s the only one who pieced together the theft of the remaining files. If that were all, he might have lived. His silence could be counted on; he had no viable proof. However, no longer. He knows Venice’s identity. You gave it to him.”

Peter looked away. He was surrounded by death; he was the precursor of death.

“Why you?” asked Peter softly. “Of all men, why you?”

“Because I can,” replied Sutherland, his eyes on the road ahead.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s taken me a lifetime to understand what the young see every day of their lives. I was too filled with doubts; it’s not complicated at all. This nation has forsaken its black citizens. The black man must no longer interfere. America is bored with his dreams; the black man’s attainments are suspect. It was fashionable to support him while he was an achieving oddity, but not when he becomes a challenge and moves into the neighborhood.”

“You weren’t forsaken.”

“The extraordinary man never is. I say that with no sense of false pride. My gifts were from God, and they were extraordinary. But what of the ordinary man? The ordinary woman, the ordinary child, who grow up to be less than ordinary because they’re marked at birth? No change of name can alter that stigma; no certificate can lighten the skin. I’m no revolutionary in the accepted sense, Mr. Chancellor. I know very well that such a course would result in a holocaust unknown to the Jews. Quite simply, the numbers and the hardware are against us. I’m merely using the tools of the society in which we live. Fear. The most common weapon known to man. It has no prejudice; it respects no racial barriers. That’s what those files represent—nothing more, nothing less. We can do so much with them, influence so much legislation, enact so many laws, give teeth to statutes that are violated daily. That’s what those files can accomplish. I seek no violence that would certainly ensure our annihilation. I want none of that. I seek only what rightfully belongs to us, what’s been withheld from us. And providence has given me the weapon. I intend to lead the ordinary black man out of his sorrow and embarrassment.”

“But you do use violence. You kill.”

“Only those who would take our lives!” Sutherland’s voice thundered; it filled the car. “As our lives were taken! Only those who would interfere!”

Sutherland’s explosion caused Peter to react in kind, with his own intensity, his own anger. “An eye for an eye? Is that where you’re at? Is that what you came away with after a lifetime of law? For Christ’s sake, not you! Why?”

Sutherland turned in the seat, his eyes furious. “I’ll tell you why. It wasn’t the judgment of a lifetime. It was the result of a brief half hour five years ago. I had rendered a decision that was not particularly popular with the Justice Department. It prohibited further abuses of Miranda and upheld the conviction of a well-known superintendent of police.”

“I remember,” said Peter, and he did. It had been called the Sutherland decision, an anathema to the law-and-order crowd. Had any other judge but Sutherland rendered it, it would have been appealed to the Supreme Court.

“I received a call from J. Edgar Hoover, requesting me to come to his office. More from curiosity than anything else, I bowed to his arrogance and accepted the invitation. During that meeting I listened to the unbelievable. On the desk of the highest law-enforcement officer in the country were spread the dossiers of every major black civil rights leader: King, Abernathy, Wilkins, Rowan, Farmer. They were volumes of filth—scurrilous rumor, unsubstantiated gossip, transcripts of telephone and electronic taps; words taken out of context made to appear inflammatory—morally, sexually, legally, philosophically! I was enraged, appalled! That it could happen in that office! Blackmail! Blatant extortion! But Hoover had been through it many times before. He let me vent my rage, and when I had finished, he viciously said that were I to continue to be an obstruction, those files would be put to use. Men and their families destroyed! The black movement crippled! At the very last, he said to me, ‘We don’t want another Chasǒng, do we, Judge Sutherland?’ ”

“Chasǒng,” said Peter, repeating the name softly. “That’s where you heard it first”

“It took me nearly two years to learn what happened at Chasǒng. When I did, I reached the decision. The children had been right all along. In their simplicity they saw what I did not see. As a people we were expendable. But then I saw what the young did not see. The answer was not indiscriminate violence and protests. It was to use the weapon Hoover used; make the system work from within. By fear!… We’ll talk no more. You should have silence. Make peace with your God.”

The man beside the driver studied a map with the aid of a pencil flashlight He turned his head slightly to speak with the judge in Ashanti.

Sutherland nodded and replied in the strange African tongue. He looked at Peter. “We’re within a mile and a half of the gas station. We’ll stop a quarter of a mile short of it. These men are efficient scouts. They learned the expertise of night patrol in Southeast Asia. Those patrols were usually the province of black soldiers; the casualty rates were the highest. If O’Brien’s brought anyone with him, if there’s any hint of a trap, they’ll come back, and we’ll drive away. The girl will die in front of you.”

Chancellor’s throat went dry. It’s over. He should have known. Sutherland would never settle for words over a telephone. Peter had sentenced Alison to death. He had loved two women in his life, and he had killed them both.

He thought of overpowering Sutherland when they were alone. It was something to keep him from screaming.

“How could O’Brien do that?” Peter asked. “You said he couldn’t go to anyone, that you’d know if he did.”

“On the surface it would appear impossible. He’s isolated.”

“Then, why are we stopping. Why are we wasting time?”

“I saw what O’Brien did at the marina yesterday morning. Courage and ingenuity are to be respected. It’s a simple precaution.”

The car stopped. Whatever thoughts Peter had of attacking Sutherland were dispelled quickly. The man beside the driver leaped out of the car, opened the door next to Chancellor, and grabbed his arm. A pair of handcuffs were snapped to his wrist and to the metal clasp below the window. The movement put his shoulder in agony. He winced and held his breath.

The judge climbed out of the back seat. “I leave you to your thoughts, Mr. Chancellor.”

The two young black men disappeared into the darkness.

It was the longest forty-five minutes Peter could imagine. He tried to think of the various tactics O’Brien might conceive of, but the more he thought about them, the more bleak were his conclusions. If Quinn had managed to get help, as surely he must have done, the additional men would be seen by Sutherland’s scouts. Death. If for some reason O’Brien had decided to come alone, then he would die. But at least Alison would live. There was some comfort in that.

The scouts returned, drenched with sweat They had been running hard; they’d covered a great deal of ground.

The black on the left opened the door and Sutherland climbed in. “It would appear that Mr. O’Brien keeps the rendezvous. He is sitting in an automobile with the motor running, in the center of the road where he can observe all sides. There is no one else within three miles of the station.”

Chancellor was too numb and too sick to think clearly. His last amateurish gesture had been to lead Quinn into the trap.

It’s over.

The Mark TV started. They approached the intersection; the driver braked the Continental slowly, and they came to a stop. The black on the driver’s right got out and opened Chancellor’s door. He unlocked the cuffs; Peter shook his wrist trying to restore the circulation. His wounded shoulder began to hurt again. It did not matter.

“Get behind the wheel, Mr. Chancellor. You’ll drive now. My two friends will be crouched behind you in the back seat, their guns drawn. The girl dies if you disregard instructions.”

Sutherland got out of the car with Peter, and stood by the door, facing him.

“You’re wrong. You know that, don’t you?” said Chancellor.

“You look for absolutes. As with precedents, they’re all too often imperfect, and much of the time they don’t apply. There’s no right and wrong between us. We’re products of a long-standing crisis neither of us is responsible for but both are swept up in.”

“Is that a judicial opinion?”

“No, Mr. Chancellor. It’s the opinion of a Negro. I was a Negro before I was a judge.” Sutherland turned and walked away.

Peter watched him, then climbed in behind the wheel and slammed the door. It’s over. Dear God, if you exist, let it come quickly, furiously. I have no courage.

Peter turned right at the intersection and drove down the road. The gas station was on the left, a single naked light bulb in a bracket above the pumps.

“Slow down,” came the quiet command from the back.

“What’s the difference?” said Chancellor.

“Slow down!”

The barrel of a gun was shoved into the base of his skull. He pressed the brake of the Mark IV and coasted toward the station. He approached the rear of O’Brien’s car; it had to be Quinn’s. The vapor from exhaust curled in the night air, the headlights illuminating the distant country road beyond.

Peter was alarmed. The lights from the Mark IV shone directly into the rear window of O’Brien’s car. It was empty.

“He’s not there,” whispered Chancellor.

“He’s below the seat,” said the low voice on his right.

“Get out and walk to the car,” said the other man.

Peter turned off the motor, opened the door, and stepped out on the road. He closed his eyes briefly, wondering if a gun would fire at him the instant Quinn appeared. He was not fooled. Sutherland would spare Alison, but there’d be no conversation over the telephone. The judge would take no such risk.

But O’Brien did not get out of the automobile.

“Quinn,” called Chancellor. There was no answer.

What are you doing, O’Brien? It’s over!

Nothing.

Peter walked toward the car, his temples throbbing, the pain in his throat agonizing. The sound of the idling engine mingled with the night noises; a breeze swirled dry leaves across the roadway. Any second now, Quinn would show himself; gunshots would follow. Would he hear them as his life ended? He approached the driver’s window.

There was no one there.

“Chancellor! Get down!”

The scream came from out of the darkness. The sudden roar of a powerful motor filled the night Blinding headlights shot out from the left, from the gas station! A car came racing out of the dim light, speeding directly at the silver Mark IV. The driver’s door swung open; a figure lunged out, rolling on the pavement.

The impact came, a thunderous collision, the crunching of metal, the shattering of glass, the screams of the two men inside … all came at once, and at once Peter knew the last fury he had hoped for had arrived.

Gunshots followed, as he knew they would. He closed his eyes and gripped the hard surface of the road; the searing, icelike pain would come. The darkness would come.

The firing continued; Chancellor rolled his face to the side. It came from Quinn O’Brien!

Peter raised his head. Smoke and dust billowed in the air. In front of him he saw O’Brien throw himself into the side of the idling car; he was only feet from Chancellor. The agent crouched, both hands extended over the trunk, his pistol leveled.

“Get over here!” he roared to Peter.

Chancellor lunged forward, knees and hands pounding the tar beneath, until he reached the automobile.

He saw O’Brien hesitate, then raise his head and take careful aim.

The explosion came. The gas tank of the Continental erupted. Peter crouched in front of Quinn. Through a blanket of flames one of Sutherland’s scouts lurched out of the burning car, firing at the source of O’Brien’s gunshots.

But the man could be seen clearly in the light of the spreading fires; flames had ignited his clothes. O’Brien aimed again. There was a scream; the scout fell to the ground behind the burning automobile.

“Quinn!” yelled Peter. “How?”

“I understood you! When you used ‘senator’ in your code, you meant it was our last hope. You meant there was a crisis. You said I had to be alone; that meant you weren’t But you were in one car, that car, so I needed two. One a decoy!” O’Brien shouted as he inched forward around Chancellor toward the hood.

“A decoy?”

“A diversion! I paid a guy to follow me and leave his car. If I could hit and run, we had a chance. What the hell, there was nothing left!” He raised his gun over the hood and leveled it.

“Nothing left …” Peter echoed the phrase, suddenly aware of its ultimate truth.

Quinn fired three shots in rapid succession. Chancellor’s mind went blank for a moment, then was brought back to the madness by a second explosion from the Continental.

O’Brien spun around toward Chancellor. “Get inside!” he yelled. “Let’s get out of here!”

Peter rose to his feet; he grabbed O’Brien’s jacket, stopping him. “Quinn! Quinn, wait! There are no others! Just him! Back in the road. He’s alone!”

“Who?”

“Sutherland. It’s Daniel Sutherland.”

O’Brien’s wild eyes stared at Peter for a brief instant. “Get in,” he commanded. He swung the idling car around in a U-turn and sped toward the intersection.

In the distance the headlights showed the immense figure of Daniel Sutherland, standing in the middle of the road. The black giant had seen what had happened. He raised his hand to his head.

There was a final gunshot.

Sutherland fell.

Venice was dead. Inver Brass was gone.


Epilogue

Morning. Peter stood by the hatch table in his study, holding the telephone, listening to the words spoken in quiet anger from Washington. The sun streamed through the windows. Outside, the snow was deep, pure white; sharp reflections of sunlight bounced continuously up into the glass. Proof of the earth’s movement. As the voice on the telephone was proof of one aspect of the human condition; ultimately there was to be found a sense of morality.

The caller was Daniel Sutherland’s son, Aaron. Firebrand, brilliant attorney for the black movement, a man Chancellor wanted to call a friend but knew he never could.

“I will not fight you that way! I won’t lower myself to use your weapons. And I won’t let others use them. I found the files. I burned them! You’ll have to take my word.”

“I was willing to take your father’s when I thought I was going to die. I believed him. I believe you.”

“You don’t have a choice.” The lawyer hung up.

Chancellor walked back to his couch and sat down. Through the north window he could see Alison, bundled in a coat, laughing, her arms folded, warding off the winter chill. She was between Mrs. Alcott and the taciturn groundskeeper, Burrows, who today seemed positively voluble. Mrs. Alcott was smiling at Alison.

Mrs. Alcott approved. The lady of the house was in residence. The home needed that lady.

The three of them turned toward the barn and started down the shoveled path that was bordered by shrubs, a green and white colonnade. In the distance, beyond the fence, a colt raced freely, then stopped and cocked his head at the threesome. He pranced toward them, his mane flowing.

Peter looked down at the pages of his manuscript At the fiction. The fantasy that was his reality. He had made his decision.

He would start at the beginning, knowing it would be much better now. The invention would be there: thoughts and words put in the minds of others. But for himself no invention was needed. The experience was whole and never to be forgotten.

The story would be written as a novel. His reality. Let others find other meanings. He leaned forward and picked up a pencil from the tankard. He began on a fresh yellow pad.


The dark-haired man stared at the wall in front of him. His chair, like the rest of the furniture, was pleasing to the eye but not made for comfort. The style was Early American, the theme Spartan, as if those about to be granted an audience with the occupant of the inner office should reflect on their awesome opportunity in stern surroundings.

The man was in his late twenties, his face angular, the features sharp, each pronounced and definite as if carved by a craftsman more aware of details than of the whole. It was a face in quiet conflict with itself.…
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The trawler plunged into the angry swells of the dark, furious sea like an awkward animal trying desperately to break out of an impenetrable swamp. The waves rose to goliathan heights, crashing into the hull with the power of raw tonnage; the white sprays caught in the night sky cascaded downward over the deck under the force of the night wind. Everywhere there were the sounds of inanimate pain, wood straining against wood, ropes twisting, stretched to the breaking point. The animal was dying.

Two abrupt explosions pierced the sounds of the sea and the wind and the vessel’s pain. They came from the dimly lit cabin that rose and fell with its host body. A man lunged out of the door grasping the railing with one hand, holding his stomach with the other.

A second man followed, the pursuit cautious, his intent violent. He stood bracing himself in the cabin door; he raised a gun and fired again. And again.

The man at the railing whipped both his hands up to his head, arching backward under the impact of the fourth bullet. The trawler’s bow dipped suddenly into the valley of two giant waves, lifting the wounded man off his feet; he twisted to his left, unable to take his hands away from his head. The boat surged upward, bow and midships more out of the water than in it, sweeping the figure in the doorway back into the cabin; a fifth gunshot fired wildly. The wounded man screamed, his hands now lashing out at anything he could grasp, his eyes blinded by blood and the unceasing spray of the sea. There was nothing he could grab, so he grabbed at nothing; his legs buckled as his body lurched forward. The boat rolled violently leeward and the man whose skull was ripped open plunged over the side into the madness of the darkness below.

He felt rushing cold water envelop him, swallowing him, sucking him under, and twisting him in circles, then propelling him up to the surface—only to gasp a single breath of air. A gasp and he was under again.

And there was heat, a strange moist heat at his temple that seared through the freezing water that kept swallowing him, a fire where no fire should burn. There was ice, too; an ice-like throbbing in his stomach and his legs and his chest, oddly warmed by the cold sea around him. He felt these things, acknowledging his own panic as he felt them. He could see his own body turning and twisting, arms and feet working frantically against the pressures of the whirlpool. He could feel, think, see, perceive panic and struggle—yet strangely there was peace. It was the calm of the observer, the uninvolved observer, separated from the events, knowing of them but not essentially involved.

Then another form of panic spread through him, surging through the heat and the ice and the uninvolved recognition. He could not submit to peace! Not yet! It would happen any second now; he was not sure what it was, but it would happen. He had to be there!

He kicked furiously, clawing at the heavy walls of water above, his chest burning. He broke surface, thrashing to stay on top of the black swells. Climb up! Climb up!

A monstrous rolling wave accommodated; he was on the crest, surrounded by pockets of foam and darkness. Nothing. Turn! Turn!

It happened. The explosion was massive; he could hear it through the clashing waters and the wind, the sight and the sound somehow his doorway to peace. The sky lit up like a fiery diadem and within that crown of fire, objects of all shapes and sizes were blown through the light into the outer shadows.

He had won. Whatever it was, he had won.

Suddenly he was plummeting downward again, into an abyss again. He could feel the rushing waters crash over his shoulders, cooling the white-hot heat at his temple, warming the ice-cold incisions in his stomach and his legs and.…

His chest. His chest was in agony! He had been struck—the blow crushing, the impact sudden and intolerable. It happened again! Let me alone. Give me peace.

And again!

And he clawed again, and kicked again … until he felt it. A thick, oily object that moved only with the movements of the sea. He could not tell what it was, but it was there and he could feel it, hold it.

Hold it! It will ride you to peace. To the silence of darkness … and peace.

The rays of the early sun broke through the mists of the eastern sky, lending glitter to the calm waters of the Mediterranean. The skipper of the small fishing boat, his eyes bloodshot, his hands marked with rope burns, sat on the stern gunnel smoking a Gauloise, grateful for the sight of the smooth sea. He glanced over at the open wheelhouse; his younger brother was easing the throttle forward to make better time, the single other crewman checking a net several feet away. They were laughing at something and that was good; there had been nothing to laugh about last night. Where had the storm come from? The weather reports from Marseilles had indicated nothing; if they had he would have stayed in the shelter of the coastline. He wanted to reach the fishing grounds eighty kilometers south of La Seyne-sur-Mer by daybreak, but not at the expense of costly repairs, and what repairs were not costly these days?

Or at the expense of his life, and there were moments last night when that was a distinct consideration.

“Tu es fatigué, hein, mon frère?” his brother shouted, grinning at him. “Va te coucher maintenant. Laisse-moi faire.”

“D’accord,” the brother answered, throwing his cigarette over the side and sliding down to the deck on top of a net. “A little sleep won’t hurt.”

It was good to have a brother at the wheel. A member of the family should always be the pilot on a family boat; the eyes were sharper. Even a brother who spoke with the smooth tongue of a literate man as opposed to his own coarse words. Crazy! One year at the university and his brother wished to start a compagnie. With a single boat that had seen better days many years ago. Crazy. What good did his books do last night? When his compagnie was about to capsize.

He closed his eyes, letting his hands soak in the rolling water on the deck. The salt of the sea would be good for the rope burns. Burns received while lashing equipment that did not care to stay put in the storm.

“Look! Over there!”

It was his brother, apparently sleep was to be denied by sharp family eyes.

“What is it?” he yelled.

“Port bow! There’s a man in the water! He’s holding on to something! A piece of debris, a plank of some sort.”

The skipper took the wheel, angling the boat to the right of the figure in the water, cutting the engines to reduce the wake. The man looked as though the slightest motion would send him sliding off the fragment of wood he clung to; his hands were white, gripped around the edge like claws, but the rest of his body was limp—as limp as a man fully drowned, passed from this world.

“Loop the ropes!” yelled the skipper to his brother and the crewman. “Submerge them around his legs. Easy now! Move them up to his waist. Pull gently.”

“His hands won’t let go of the plank!”

“Reach down! Pry them up! It may be the death lock.”

“No. He’s alive … but barely, I think. His lips move, but there’s no sound. His eyes also, though I doubt he sees us.”

“The hands are free!”

“Lift him up. Grab his shoulders and pull him over. Easy, now!”

“Mother of God, look at his head!” yelled the crewman. “It’s split open.”

“He must have crashed it against the plank in the storm,” said the brother.

“No,” disagreed the skipper, staring at the wound. “It’s a clean slice, razorlike. Caused by a bullet; he was shot.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“In more than one place,” added the skipper, his eyes roving over the body. “We’ll head for Ile de Port Noir; it’s the nearest island. There’s a doctor on the waterfront.”

“The Englishman?”

“He practices.”

“When he can,” said the skipper’s brother. “When the wine lets him. He has more success with his patients’ animals than with his patients.”

“It won’t matter. This will be a corpse by the time we get there. If by chance he lives, I’ll bill him for the extra petrol and whatever catch we miss. Get the kit; we’ll bind his head for all the good it will do.”

“Look!” cried the crewman. “Look at his eyes.”

“What about them?” asked the brother.

“A moment ago they were gray—as gray as steel cables. Now they’re blue!”

“The sun’s brighter,” said the skipper, shrugging. “Or it’s playing tricks with your own eyes. No matter, there’s no color in the grave.”

Intermittent whistles of fishing boats clashed with the incessant screeching of the gulls; together they formed the universal sounds of the waterfront. It was late afternoon, the sun a fireball in the west, the air still and too damp, too hot. Above the piers and facing the harbor was a cobblestone street and several blemished white houses, separated by overgrown grass shooting up from dried earth and sand. What remained of the verandas were patched latticework and crumbling stucco supported by hastily implanted pilings. The residences had seen better days a number of decades ago when the residents mistakenly believed Ile de Port Noir might become another Mediterranean playground. It never did.

All the houses had paths to the street, but the last house in the row had a path obviously more trampled than the others. It belonged to an Englishman who had come to Port Noir eight years before under circumstances no one understood or cared to; he was a doctor and the waterfront had need of a doctor. Hooks, needles and knives were at once means of livelihood as well as instruments of incapacitation. If one saw le docteur on a good day, the sutures were not too bad. On the other hand, if the stench of wine or whiskey was too pronounced, one took one’s chances.

Tant pis! He was better than no one.

But not today; no one used the path today. It was Sunday and it was common knowledge that on any Saturday night the doctor was roaring drunk in the village, ending the evening with whatever whore was available. Of course, it was also granted that during the past few Saturdays the doctor’s routine had altered; he had not been seen in the village. But nothing ever changed that much; bottles of scotch were sent to the doctor on a regular basis. He was simply staying in his house; he had been doing so since the fishing boat from La Ciotat had brought in the unknown man who was more corpse than man.

Dr. Geoffrey Washburn awoke with a start, his chin settled into his collarbone causing the odor of his mouth to invade his nostrils; it was not pleasant. He blinked, orienting himself, and glanced at the open bedroom door. Had his nap been interrupted by another incoherent monologue from his patient? No; there was no sound. Even the gulls outside were mercifully quiet; it was Ile de Port Noir’s holy day, no boats coming in to taunt the birds with their catches.

Washburn looked at the empty glass and the half-empty bottle of whiskey on the table beside his chair. It was an improvement. On a normal Sunday both would be empty by now, the pain of the previous night having been spiraled out by the scotch. He smiled to himself, once again blessing an older sister in Coventry who made the scotch possible with her monthly stipend. She was a good girl, Bess was, and God knew she could afford a hell of a lot more than she sent him, but he was grateful she did what she did. And one day she would stop, the money would stop, and then the oblivions would be achieved with the cheapest wine until there was no pain at all. Ever.

He had come to accept that eventuality … until three weeks and five days ago when the half-dead stranger had been dragged from the sea and brought to his door by fishermen who did not care to identify themselves. Their errand was one of mercy, not involvement. God would understand; the man had been shot.

What the fishermen had not known was that far more than bullets had invaded the man’s body. And mind.

The doctor pushed his gaunt frame out of the chair and walked unsteadily to the window overlooking the harbor. He lowered the blind, closing his eyes to block out the sun, then squinted between the slats to observe the activity in the street below, specifically the reason for the clatter. It was a horse-drawn cart, a fisherman’s family out for a Sunday drive. Where the hell else could one see such a sight? And then he remembered the carriages and the finely groomed geldings that threaded through London’s Regent Park with tourists during the summer months; he laughed out loud at the comparison. But his laughter was short-lived, replaced by something unthinkable three weeks ago. He had given up all hope of seeing England again. It was possible that might be changed now. The stranger could change it.

Unless his prognosis was wrong, it would happen any day, any hour or minute. The wounds to the legs, stomach, and chest were deep and severe, quite possibly fatal were it not for the fact the bullets had remained where they had lodged, self-cauterized and continuously cleansed by the sea. Extracting them was nowhere near as dangerous as it might have been, the tissue primed, softened, sterilized, ready for an immediate knife. The cranial wound was the real problem; not only was the penetration subcutaneous, but it appeared to have bruised the thalamus and hippocampus fibrous regions. Had the bullet entered millimeters away on either side the vital functions would have ceased; they had not been impeded, and Washburn had made a decision. He went dry for thirty-six hours, eating as much starch and drinking as much water as was humanly possible. Then he performed the most delicate piece of work he had attempted since his dismissal from Macleans Hospital in London. Millimeter by agonizing millimeter he had brush-washed the fibrous areas, then stretched and sutured the skin over the cranial wound, knowing that the slightest error with brush, needle, or clamp would cause the patient’s death.

He had not wanted this unknown patient to die for any number of reasons. But especially one.

When it was over and the vital signs had remained constant, Dr. Geoffrey Washburn went back to his chemical and psychological appendage. His bottle. He had gotten drunk and he had remained drunk, but he had not gone over the edge. He knew exactly where he was and what he was doing at all times. Definitely an improvement.

Any day now, any hour perhaps, the stranger would focus his eyes and intelligible words would emerge from his lips.

Even any moment.

The words came first. They floated in the air as the early morning breeze off the sea cooled the room.

“Who’s there? Who’s in this room?”

Washburn sat up in the cot, moved his legs quietly over the side, and rose slowly to his feet. It was important to make no jarring note, no sudden noise or physical movement that might frighten the patient into a psychological regression. The next few minutes would be as delicate as the surgical procedures he had performed; the doctor in him was prepared for the moment.

“A friend,” he said softly.

“Friend?”

“You speak English. I thought you would. American or Canadian is what I suspected. Your dental work didn’t come from the UK or Paris. How do you feel?”

“I’m not sure.”

“It will take awhile. Do you need to relieve your bowels?”

“What?”

“Take a crapper, old man. That’s what the pan’s for beside you. The white one on your left. When we make it in time, of course.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Perfectly normal function. I’m a doctor, your doctor. My name is Geoffrey Washburn. What’s yours?”

“What?”

“I asked you what your name was.”

The stranger moved his head and stared at the white wall streaked with shafts of morning light. Then he turned back, his blue eyes leveled at the doctor. “I don’t know.”

“Oh, my God.”

“I’ve told you over and over again. It will take time. The more you fight it, the more you crucify yourself, the worse it will be.”

“You’re drunk.”

“Generally. It’s not pertinent. But I can give you clues, if you’ll listen.”

“I’ve listened.”

“No, you don’t; you turn away. You lie in your cocoon and pull the cover over your mind. Hear me again.”

“I’m listening.”

“In your coma—your prolonged coma—you spoke in three different languages. English, French and some goddamned twangy thing I presume is Oriental. That means you’re multilingual; you’re at home in various parts of the world. Think geographically. What’s most comfortable for you?”

“Obviously English.”

“We’ve agreed to that. So what’s most uncomfortable?”

“I don’t know.”

“Your eyes are round, not sloped. I’d say obviously the Oriental.”

“Obviously.”

“Then why do you speak it? Now, think in terms of association. I’ve written down words; listen to them. I’ll say them phonetically. Ma—kwa. Tam—kwan. Kee—sah. Say the first thing that comes to mind.”

“Nothing.”

“Good show.”

“What the hell do you want?”

“Something. Anything.”

“You’re drunk.”

“We’ve agreed to that. Consistently. I also saved your bloody life. Drunk or not, I am a doctor. I was once a very good one.”

“What happened?”

“The patient questions the doctor?”

“Why not?”

Washburn paused, looking out the window at the waterfront. “I was drunk,” he said. “They said I killed two patients on the operating table because I was drunk. I could have gotten away with one. Not two. They see a pattern very quickly, God bless them. Don’t ever give a man like me a knife and cloak it in respectability.”

“Was it necessary?”

“Was what necessary?”

“The bottle.”

“Yes, damn you,” said Washburn softly, turning from the window. “It was and it is. And the patient is not permitted to make judgments where the physician is concerned.”

“Sorry.”

“You also have an annoying habit of apologizing. It’s an overworked protestation and not at all natural. I don’t for a minute believe you’re an apologetic person.”

“Then you know something I don’t know.”

“About you, yes. A great deal. And very little of it makes sense.”

The man sat forward in the chair. His open shirt fell away from his taut frame, exposing the bandages on his chest and stomach. He folded his hands in front of him, the veins in his slender, muscular arms pronounced. “Other than the things we’ve talked about?”

“Yes.”

“Things I said while in coma?”

“No, not really. We’ve discussed most of that gibberish. The languages, your knowledge of geography—cities I’ve never or barely heard of—your obsession for avoiding the use of names, names you want to say but won’t; your propensity for confrontation—attack, recoil, hide, run—all rather violent, I might add. I frequently strapped your arms down, to protect the wounds. But we’ve covered all that. There are other things.”

“What do you mean? What are they? Why haven’t you told me?”

“Because they’re physical. The outer shell, as it were. I wasn’t sure you were ready to hear. I’m not sure now.”

The man leaned back in the chair, dark eyebrows below the dark brown hair joined in irritation. “Now it’s the physician’s judgment that isn’t called for. I’m ready. What are you talking about?”

“Shall we begin with that rather acceptable looking head of yours? The face, in particular.”

“What about it?”

“It’s not the one you were born with.”

“What do you mean?”

“Under a thick glass, surgery always leaves its mark. You’ve been altered, old man.”

“Altered?”

“You have a pronounced chin; I daresay there was a cleft in it. It’s been removed. Your upper left cheekbone—your cheekbones are also pronounced, conceivably Slavic generations ago—has minute traces of a surgical scar. I would venture to say a mole was eliminated. Your nose is an English nose, at one time slightly more prominent than it is now. It was thinned ever so subtly. Your very sharp features have been softened, the character submerged. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“No.”

“You’re a reasonably attractive man but your face is more distinguished by the category it falls into than by the face itself.”

“Category?”

“Yes. You’re the prototype of the white Anglo-Saxon people see every day on the better cricket fields, or the tennis court. Or the bar at Mirabel’s. Those faces become almost indistinguishable from one another, don’t they? The features properly in place, the teeth straight, the ears flat against the head—nothing out of balance, everything in position and just a little bit soft.”

“Soft?”

“Well, ‘spoiled’ is perhaps a better word. Definitely self-assured, even arrogant, used to having your own way.”

“I’m still not sure what you’re trying to say.”

“Try this then. Change the color of your hair, you change the face. Yes, there are traces of discoloration, brittleness, dye. Wear glasses and a mustache, you’re a different man. I’d guess you were in your middle to late thirties, but you could be ten years older, or five younger.” Washburn paused, watching the man’s reactions, as if wondering whether or not to proceed. “And speaking of glasses, do you remember those exercises, the tests we ran a week ago?”

“Of course.”

“Your eyesight’s perfectly normal; you have no need of glasses.”

“I didn’t think I did.”

“Then why is there evidence of prolonged use of contact lenses about your retinas and lids?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense.”

“May I suggest a possible explanation?”

“I’d like to hear it.”

“You may not.” The doctor returned to the window and peered absently outside. “Certain types of contact lenses are designed to change the color of the eyes. And certain types of eyes lend themselves more readily than others to the device. Usually those that have a gray or bluish hue; yours are a cross. Hazel-gray in one light, blue in another. Nature favored you in this regard; no altering was either possible or required.”

“Required for what?”

“For changing your appearance. Very professionally, I’d say. Visas, passport, driver’s licenses—switched at will. Hair: brown, blond, auburn. Eyes—can’t tamper with the eyes—green, gray, blue? The possibilities are far-ranging, wouldn’t you say? All within that recognizable category in which the faces are blurred with repetition.”

The man got out of the chair with difficulty, pushing himself up with his arms, holding his breath as he rose. “It’s also possible that you’re reaching. You could be way out of line.”

“The traces are there, the markings. That’s evidence.”

“Interpreted by you, with a heavy dose of cynicism thrown in. Suppose I had an accident and was patched up? That would explain the surgery.”

“Not the kind you had. Dyed hair and the removal of clefts and moles aren’t part of a restoration process.”

“You don’t know that!” said the unknown man angrily. “There are different kinds of accidents, different procedures. You weren’t there; you can’t be certain.”

“Good! Get furious with me. You don’t do it half often enough. And while you’re mad, think. What were you? What are you?”

“A salesman … an executive with an international company, specializing in the Far East. That could be it. Or a teacher … of languages. In a university somewhere. That’s possible, too.”

“Fine. Choose one. Now!”

“I … I can’t.” The man’s eyes were on the edge of helplessness.

“Because you don’t believe either one.”

The man shook his head. “No. Do you?”

“No,” said Washburn. “For a specific reason. Those occupations are relatively sedentary and you have the body of a man who’s been subjected to physical stress. Oh, I don’t mean a trained athlete or anything like that; you’re no jock, as they say. But your muscle tone’s firm, your arms and hands used to strain and quite strong. Under other circumstances, I might judge you to be a laborer, accustomed to carrying heavy objects, or a fisherman, conditioned by hauling in nets all day long. But your range of knowledge, I daresay your intellect, rules out such things.”

“Why do I get the idea that you’re leading up to something? Something else.”

“Because we’ve worked together, closely and under pressure, for several weeks now. You spot a pattern.”

“I’m right then?”

“Yes. I had to see how you’d accept what I’ve just told you. The previous surgery, the hair, the contact lenses.”

“Did I pass?”

“With infuriating equilibrium. It’s time now; there’s no point in putting it off any longer. Frankly, I haven’t the patience. Come with me.” Washburn preceded the man through the living room to the door in the rear wall that led to the dispensary. Inside, he went to the corner and picked up an antiquated projector, the shell of its thick round lens rusted and cracked. “I had this brought in with the supplies from Marseilles,” he said, placing it on the small desk and inserting the plug into the wall socket. “It’s hardly the best equipment, but it serves the purpose. Pull the blinds, will you?”

The man with no name or memory went to the window and lowered the blind; the room was dark. Washburn snapped on the projector’s light; a bright square appeared on the white wall. He then inserted a small piece of celluloid behind the lens.

The square was abruptly filled with magnified letters.

GEMEINSCHAFT BANK BAHNHOFSTRASSE. ZURICH.
ZERO—SEVEN—SEVENTEEN—TWELVE—ZERO—
FOURTEEN—TWENTY-SIX—ZERO

“What is it?” asked the nameless man.

“Look at it. Study it. Think.”

“It’s a bank account of some kind.”

“Exactly. The printed letterhead and address is the bank, the handwritten numbers take the place of a name, but insofar as they are written out, they constitute the signature of the account holder. Standard procedure.”

“Where did you get it?”

“From you. This is a very small negative, my guess would be half the size of a thirty-five millimeter film. It was implanted—surgically implanted—beneath the skin above your right hip. The numbers are in your handwriting; it’s your signature. With it you can open a vault in Zurich.”
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