Chapter One

Somehow Tori knew it was not over yet.  She might easily have concluded that the unknowable gods had completed their work, turning her into a thirty-six-year-old widow,  and then, as of the end of the week, an unemployed thirty-six-year-old widow.  Yet she sensed, merely by looking around her, the truth of her grandfather's favorite saying.

The old man was always cheerful and matter-of-fact in maintaining that "…things always look darkest just before they turn completely black."

They all looked like strangers to her now, these people who milled around, beers in hand, squinting into the late-afternoon sunshine on the day of the carnage.  Tori McMillan knew many of them, had even been friends with some of them.  But now they seemed like clones, or impostors emerged from pods into a world she now barely recognized.

The only exception was Max Tuten who, regrettably, looked and sounded just the same.  "Like I've been saying, Tori.  If there's anything you need, well..."

She looked up at her boss, a tall man two years her junior, with short, dark hair and tortoiseshell glasses.  He looked out of place at the Western-style gathering, wearing khaki slacks and golf shirt, more like a fraternity brother than an assistant general counsel.  

She said, "How about a job, Max?"

He looked disappointed and hurt.  "We've talked about that, Tori.  I mean, things haven't worked out the way any of us wanted, but..."  He waved his hands in vague futility, looking around as if for support from the small gathering.  "I mean, we're giving you a generous package and all."

That was one way of putting it, she supposed.  An equally valid view was that they were paying her a large sum not to sue them under the Family Leave Act.  Tori sipped from a plastic glass of club soda.  "Tell me again, Max.  Why, exactly, am I here?  Why am I supposed to schmooze all these people from other companies?  Most of them aren't even attorneys."

"Your next job wouldn't have to be as a lawyer."

"I like working as a lawyer."

"Well, it wouldn't hurt to talk to these people.  You could make some contacts."

Tori drained her glass.  "Go away, Max.  Just go."

Max looked at his watch.  "I guess I'd better get going.  I've got to go over some figures for that presentation tomorrow..."

Tori had already lost what little interest she'd had in the conversation.  She was again adrift, in those minutes before her now-unfamiliar world went insane.

"Hi, Tori."  She looked up to see a tall, middle-aged man, looking awkward in jeans and denim shirt.  It took Tori a moment to recognize Larry Stevens, a software engineer from Sattex, her own company.

"Hi, Larry."

The kindly, bespectacled man squeezed Tori's hand.  "I'm terribly sorry about Ben."

"Thank you."  An awkward silence followed.  Nobody—not even the outgoing Larry—ever knew what to say next.

Larry looked at himself.  "I feel like an idiot, dressed like this.  Whose idea was this Western-theme event, anyway?"

"I don't know."

He shook his head.  "A faux Western barbecue at a state park in a Washington, D.C. suburb-I guess it's a natural for a seminar on marketing database software to aerospace companies."  He changed the subject.  



"Is Max here?"

Tori shifted uncomfortably on the hay bale that served as her seat. 
"He just left."

"Too bad.  I like to watch him schmooze, in his eager, puppy-dog sort of way." Larry smiled.  He knew, as everyone did, that Tori's scheming, upwardly mobile boss had lusted after her for years.

"So how are you coping?" Larry asked.  "I'm surprised to see you here-not too many legal eagles around."

"Max brought me here to job-hunt."

Larry looked shocked.  "What the hell—"

"They're letting me go, Larry.  I took a couple of months off to...be with Ben.  When I got back, my job had been filled and now he doesn't know what to do with me.  There are people here from Oracle, Microsoft-places I might look."

"That sucks," Larry said, looking genuinely angry.  "Sattex is a big company.  There ought to be a place for you there."

Tori shrugged.  She knew she should have felt outrage.  It would have been nice to feel something.  Anything, other than the overpowering grief.

"Are you...in touch with Cindy?"  Larry looked uncomfortable and dutiful in mentioning his ex-wife.  But he was the reason the two women had met, when he had worked with Tori years ago.  Until recently, Cindy had also worked at Sattex.

"I haven't heard from her," she answered, suddenly astonished to realize how little contact she'd had with her best friend during the past few months.   It had been disappointing but not totally unexpected when so many of her friends had gradually drifted away during the long nightmare of Ben's illness.  But Cindy...

She hadn't even attended the funeral.

"Well," Larry said suddenly, "Take care of yourself. And good luck."  He patted her hand.

Tori wandered through the crowd in the state-park pavilion, nodding to people she knew, accepting condolences.  She was numb to it all.  She knew she should talk, to someone.  To Cindy.

She walked to the edge of the pavilion, which was bordered by a large food service trailer and a portable bar.  Then she glanced past the trailer and froze.  Walking up the path leading from the parking lot, incredibly, was Cindy Stevens.

But, somehow, not Cindy Stevens.

Cindy, a tall woman with short blond hair, walked with grim determination toward the pavilion.  What on earth was she doing here?

"Cindy!" Tori shouted.  Her friend ignored her.

Tori looked at her friend's face and realized that she had been right.  Something—everything—was wrong.  This place.  These people.  Cindy, most of all.

And the gods had not finished.

Witnesses would later recall hearing someone scream before Cindy Stevens pulled the gun from her purse.  The scream came from Tori, who scrambled through the crowd toward Cindy, but was blocked by rows of picnic tables and by the trailer.

Two people had been hit before the crowd reacted to the half-dozen shots with screams and flight.  Tori, blocked now by the crush of the fleeing crowd, watched in horror as Cindy looked around, then shot a third person.  Blood sprayed from a woman's neck as she reeled backward.

Perhaps a dozen people were trapped as Cindy, gun in hand, moved relentlessly toward the corner created by the trailer and the bar.  Several people fled into the trailer.  Most were forced to simply hit the floor where they were.  

A woman tried to climb over the bar.  Cindy Stevens calmly shot her three times.  Then, after looking around briefly, she walked back through the pavilion toward the parking lot.  No one followed.
FBI Special Agent Nolan Bertelson sat in front of the television in his family room, tie loosened, soda in hand.  His day at the Silver Spring Resident Office had been a string of miserable events: a bank robbery in Takoma Park; a diplomat jailed for DUI in Rockville; carping superiors; a mountain of paperwork; appearing to testify in a kidnapping case, then having the trial postponed.

“Dad, can I stay over at Jenny’s?” a teenage voice called from the kitchen.

Without looking he asked, “What does Mom say?”  No response.  His daughter hadn’t asked her mother.  Bertelson turned his attention back to the television, sitting up as he saw the image of bodies being carried from what looked like a picnic area.  He reached for the remote and turned up the volume; there had been a multiple murder at a state park, at a barbecue for a software industry group.  He was about to turn the volume up further when the cell phone inside his jacket pocket trilled.

He fumbled with the jacket, which lay next to him on the sofa, finally extracting the phone from an inside pocket.

“Bertelson.”

“This is Temple,” said the whispery voice that made Bertelson’s pulse quicken.  He got up and took the phone with him into the bathroom.

“Have you heard about the software group killings?” Temple asked.

“Yes.  I’ve got the TV on right now.”

“We’ve got a problem.  All four victims are Bound.”

“What?”  The FBI agent nearly dropped the phone.

“The killer is a woman named Cynthia Stevens.  Her ex-husband was one of the victims.”

“That means,” Bertelson said, thinking quickly, “security must have been breached.”

“Exactly.  You need to get on the case immediately, Nolan.”

“It’s not my jurisdiction.”

“You’ll be brought in.”

“All right.  Then what?”

“Find Cynthia Stevens,” said the voice he knew only as Temple.  “At all costs.”

Chapter Two

Tori remembered little of the ride home in the police car.  She had started to sob and shake uncontrollably after leaving the murder scene, finally pulling herself together as the squad neared her two-story colonial in Chevy Chase.  Her brain refused to accommodate itself to the scene she had just witnessed.  Seeing Max Tuten’s BMW in her driveway jarred her back to reality, however unpleasant.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered.

The officer in the front seat beside her, a young woman, glanced over.  “Are you all right?”

“It’s only my boss.”

“Do you have somewhere you can go tonight?”  

“I—”  She realized with a sickening twinge that she couldn’t go to Cindy’s.  “I’ll be okay.”

Max jumped out of his car and followed her to the front door.  “Tori!  I heard there were shootings.  My God, it could have been me.”  He seemed unconcerned that it could much more easily have been Tori.

“Who was it?” he demanded.  “They aren’t releasing names yet.”

“Go away, Max.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around—too roughly, he realized.  “Tori,” he said, releasing her, “you’ve got to tell me who got killed.  I know those people.”

“Larry Stevens.”

The words had a visible effect on Max.  “Larry...my God...Who else?’

“I don’t know.”  She turned the key in the lock.

“You don’t know?  You were there.  You have to know.”

“Nobody from Sattex.  A man and two women.”

“Three others,” he said, more to himself than Tori.

Tori was not about to open the door and risk letting him in.  “I’d like to be alone now, Max.”

“What?”  Tuten looked up.  “Oh, sure.  Well, thanks.  Don’t worry about coming back to work right away—there’s no hurry.  If there’s anything I can do...”

Tori reached into her purse and slipped a key off a ring.  “My car is still up there.  Have somebody bring it back.”

Max, looking defeated and shell-shocked, took the key.  “It could have been me,” he said again.

After Max left, Tori sat in her darkened living room with a cool cloth on her forehead.  She sedated herself with some pills left over from Ben’s illness, but they were of little help in shutting out the nightmare scene that repeated endlessly in her mind.

Despite—or because of—the total unreality of what had happened, Tori had behaved coolly at the scene, using her first aid training to try to help the four casualties.  The first victim had been Larry Stevens, who’d had half his face blown off.  He had been killed instantly.  The other three victims had likewise been beyond help.  Tori remembered little of what followed, including the sealing of the area, and then questioning by the police.  It had been after dark when the thirty or so seminar participants had finally been allowed to leave.

Tori started violently when the doorbell rang.  Recovering her senses, she remembered being warned to expect another visit from the police.  She got up and walked through the dark to the door, staggering slightly, and looked through the peephole.  The man who stood outside was tall and blond, wearing a suit, white shirt, and tie.

She opened the door on the chain, and the man held his credentials up to the opening.  “Ms. McMillan?  I’m Sergeant Jaworski from the Montgomery County Police Department.”

Tori closed the door, unhooked the chain, and stood back to admit the policeman.  “I know you were questioned at the scene,” he said.  “But I understand you know the suspect well, so...”

She nodded.

“Is there somewhere we could talk?”

She started into the living room, then turned around.  “Would you mind talking in the kitchen, Sergeant?”

“Fine.”

“I’m going to make some coffee.  Could you use some?”

“Sure.”

Tori led him through the short hallway toward the rear of the house.  She didn’t turn on the kitchen’s harsh overhead lamp, settling for several under-counter lights.  Kyle Jaworski sat patiently at the table, and Tori studied him as the coffee dripped into the carafe.  He was very blond, well past the age when most blondes have begun to darken.  Even his eyebrows were nearly white.  He settled into his chair, glancing around Tori’s kitchen as if he had nowhere in particular to be at the moment.  He looked cool, intelligent—even elegant.

Tori brought a steaming mug to the table.

“Are you okay?” he asked as she sat down.

Tori considered the question.  Still weak-kneed and shaky, she kept reliving the scene, like a flashback, but it didn’t seem real.  Her brain rejected what her eyes had seen; Cindy Stevens could not have walked up to that group with a nine-millimeter pistol and killed four people, then walked away.  It just could not have happened.

“I’m fine,” she said.

The detective pulled out his notebook.  “I’d like to get a couple of questions out of the way first.  Since Officer Simmons interviewed you, have you thought of anywhere Mrs. Stevens might have gone?”

“No.”

“Have you thought of anyone else she might have visited?”

“No.”  She felt self-conscious, wondering if she was slurring her words, if the pills were having an effect after all.

Jaworski made two check marks in his notebook, then said, “I’d like to take a step back and get some basic information from you.”

Tori sipped her coffee, using both hands to hold the cup.  “All right.”

“I understand your full name is Victoria Saunders McMillan.  You are thirty-six years old and were born in Fort Hood, Texas, the oldest of three children.”

“Yes.”

“How long have you worked at Sattex?

“Four years next month.  I also worked as a salesperson for the company for four years before that, while I went to law school at night.  I came back after two years with a big law firm.”

“What does Sattex do?  Something with software, right?”

Tori studied the detective and guessed that he knew very well what Sattex did.  But his face was unreadable; he seemed relaxed and guileless.  He also, she realized, looked vaguely familiar.  “We develop and sell software for databases, encryption, and communications,” she said.

“And that’s all done out of the corporate headquarters in Bethesda?”

“Among other locations.”

“What is your job?”

“I’m an attorney.  I support a department that sells to national accounts.  It’s mostly negotiating and drafting contracts, and handling disputes that arise from them.”

“When and how did you meet Cynthia Stevens?”

“It was about six years ago—I worked with her husband, Larry.  He introduced us, and we hit it off right away.  I left the company for a couple of years shortly after that, but we remained best friends.”

Jaworski took his time with the next question, taking a quiet sip from his coffee cup.  “But you hadn’t seen her recently.”

“No.  The last time was about five weeks ago.  I’d seen very little of her since she quit working at Sattex.”

“She worked there, too?”

“Yes, until last April or May.”

“Why did she quit?”

“The usual.  A jerky boss.  A glass ceiling.  She got fed up. We didn’t talk about it that much.  Actually we’d seen less and less of each other during the past year.”

“Why is that?”

Tori hesitated.  “My husband was sick.  That made it hard to maintain a friendship.  I was preoccupied.  She felt awkward and intrusive.”

“I see.  Where is your husband tonight?”

He had gray eyes, Tori noticed.  While they gave nothing away, she once again had the feeling that he knew full well the answer to the question he’d asked.  “He’s in Pennsylvania,” she said.

“Pennsylvania,” Jaworski repeated.

“Right.  Ins a little town just west of Bucks County.  You go north off the main road, left through the gate, and down about fifteen rows.  Second grave on the right.”

Jaworski gave her a condescending look.  “Then I guess this must be doubly hard for you.  I’m sorry.”

Tori blinked back tears, suddenly realizing that she must look like complete hell.

Jaworski gave her a minute, then started again.  “Did Mrs. Stevens find another job after she quit at Sattex?”

“I don’t think so.  I know she was looking.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Stevens were divorced, is that right?”

“For about three years.”

“Why did they get divorced?”

Tori took a large gulp from her coffee cup.  “They grew apart over the years.  They didn’t have any huge disagreements, but they had loads of minor ones.  They just seemed to get on each other’s nerves, and not even to like each other that much any more.”

“Was the divorce contentious?”

“Not at all.  All the details were worked out very agreeably.  They didn’t see much of each other after that, but they weren’t hostile.”

“Were either of them dating anyone?”

“I don’t know if Larry was.  I don’t believe Cindy was—she dated off and on after the divorce, but never anything serious.”

“Can you remember the names of anyone she dated?”

Tori thought for a moment.  “No.”

The detective made a note.  “You can’t think of any reason Mrs. Stevens would have wanted to kill her ex-husband?”

“No.”  She stood up.  “More coffee?”

“Yes, thanks.”

Tori brought the carafe over and topped off their cups.  Jaworski studied his notes.  When Tori was seated he said, “I’m sorry to have to go over this again, but we need to talk about what you saw today.”

She hesitated, then nodded.

“When you saw Mrs. Stevens coming up the path toward the pavilion, did you notice anything unusual about her?”

Tori closed her eyes.  “She was grim and wild-eyed.  I’d never seen her look that way before.”  She opened her eyes and looked at Jaworski.  “She looked insane.”

“How far was she from the pavilion when she pulled the gun from her purse?”

“Probably ten or fifteen feet.”

“Who was shot first?”

“Larry.”

“What did you see?”

Tori took a breath.  “She raised the gun to his face and shot him point-blank.”

“Then what happened?”

“She turned and shot the man Larry was talking to.”

The detective studied his notes.  “That would be Ron O’Hara from IBM.”

“If you say so.  I didn’t recognize him.”

“Do you know if Mrs. Stevens knew Mr. O’Hara?”

“I have no idea.  I’m not sure if she knew either of the other two victims, either.”

“How many shots did she fire at Mr. O’Hara?”

“I think two.”

“What happened next?”

Tori closed her eyes again.  “It was hard to see, because people were starting to scream and run.  But she made her way further into the pavilion.  Closer to the trailer and the bar.  I heard more shots—maybe three more.  But I couldn’t see exactly what happened.  And then—I did see this—she shot a woman who was trying to climb over the bar.  Three more shots, I think.  Then she seemed to hesitate for a moment.  Then she just walked away.”

Jaworski paused, formulating his next question carefully.  “With respect to victims two, three, and four, was she seeking these people out?  Or was she just shooting randomly?”

“She definitely aimed at individuals.  She wasn’t just firing wildly into the crowd.”

“But was she looking for those specific individuals?  Or could it have been anyone?”

Tori thought about it.  “I don’t know.  She did look around.  But I don't know if she was looking for those particular people.”

“Is there any reason she should have been?”

“Not that I know of.  I don’t even know who they were.”

“Did you know Mrs. Stevens owned a gun?”

“No, and I was shocked to learn that she did.  She didn’t like the idea of guns.”

“How is it she was able to become proficient at firing one?”

“It didn’t take much skill, Sergeant.  All of the shootings were at point-blank range.  It was a confined area—there was nowhere for those people to run or hide.”  She studied him again; his detachment, she thought, seemed contrived, as if he cared about the crime and the victims but couldn’t show it.

Jaworski stood up.  “Thanks for your time.  Be sure to give me a call if you think of anything that might be useful, or if she makes any attempt to contact you.  I’ll find my own way out.”

“Did you know they had a son?” Tori asked.

Jaworski gave a noncommittal grunt, then resumed his departure.

“Don’t you want to hear about him?”

He turned back toward her.  “Do you think I need to?”

Tori, surprised, wasn’t sure how to answer.  “I thought you wanted all the facts.”

“All the relevant facts, yes.”

Tori continued to stare at him.

Jaworski, with exaggerated patience, returned to his chair and took out his notebook.  He gave her a small smile.  “Tell me about their son.”

“They had a boy named Scotty who disappeared about seven years ago.”

“I seem to remember something about that.”

“I never met Scotty,” Tori recalled.  “But by all accounts he was a wonderful boy.  He just disappeared one day while riding his bike.  There were massive searches and televised appeals, but no trace was ever found.”

“Yes, I remember now.  How did Mr. and Mrs. Stevens react?”

“I didn’t meet them until a year after it had happened.  But they were still devastated, of course.  They leaned on each other initially—went together to the support groups, and so on.  But looking back on it, Scotty’s disappearance is probably what started their drift apart from each other.  Over the years, Larry seemed to recover well.  He was very secure, very friendly.  I know he did volunteer work for some organization.  But Cindy never really bounced back.  She took two years off to look for Scotty—putting up posters, staffing hot lines, tracking down sightings.  Her career never really recovered from the hiatus.  She battled depression off and on after the disappearance.  And I think she resented Larry for coping well.”

“Was it a festering anger?  Something that might have built up, and then boiled over?”

“Not a chance,” she said firmly.  “Cindy may have resented him, but it never reached that level.  Not even close.”

“Why didn’t they have any more children afterward?”

“Larry wasn’t sure he wanted to, and Cindy wasn’t sure she could cope.”

“Do you have any reason to believe the disappearance may have something to do with the murders?”

“Not really.”

He folded up his notebook and replaced it in his inside jacket pocket.

Tori’s patience gave way.  “I’m terribly sorry to have wasted your time, Sergeant.”

“No problem,” he said.  She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic.

“You don’t care why she did it, do you.”

“My opinion doesn’t matter.”

“You don’t care.”

He started out the door, paused, and turned around.  Again, he gave her a small smile.  “Well, I’ll tell you, Ms. McMillan.  My Polish brain doesn’t process all this psychological stuff too well.  My job is pretty simple, when you come right down to it.  My duty is to catch killers, not to probe their souls out of personal curiosity.  And just for good measure, my boss, Lieutenant Kandel, told me just an hour ago to make this a no-frills case.  He said, ‘Forget the psychology, Jaworski.  Just find her.’  To me, it looks pretty much like a straightforward domestic killing, with some other people getting in the way.”

“I don’t believe that and neither do you.”

For the first time, Jaworski’s good humor gave way.  “All right,” he snapped.  “You tell me, Ms. McMillan.  Help me out here.  Tell me why the hell she did it.”

Tori sat for a long time before answering.  “I have no idea in the world.”

Chapter Three

Jim Traeger hurried down the hallway through the West Wing.  The staff meeting had been unusually short and productive.  Still, on a couple of occasions he had found his attention beginning to wander.  After nearly six years in the White House, his head was no longer completely in the game.

Traeger, a tall, thin man with short hair and wire-rimmed glasses, strode through the outer office, nodding to the military aide and Secret Service agent, both of whom sat with infinite patience outside the door.  He gave the door a short, absent knock, then walked into the Oval Office.

President Roark Harris, wearing half-glasses, glanced up from his daily news summary.  “Christ, Jim, they’re beating me up over this latest shooting.  What the hell does any of it have to do with me?  Was I supposed to have Federal agents stationed at a state park in Olney, Maryland because some nut might come along and start shooting people?”

Traeger, legal pad in hand, took a seat in front of the President’s desk.  The greeting was typical Harris.  Traeger had worked for him for nearly twenty years, going back to his days in the Arizona Legislature, then moving with him as he became a Congressman, then Governor of Arizona, then President.  He was Harris’s closest advisor.  Yet he was still very much the functionary, the servant, who called the boss “sir” and did not rate a good morning.

The President put his papers down.  “We’ve got shootings in schools, in post offices, in workplaces.  Wackos everyplace.  How does your brain trust think we should respond to this one?”

The issue hadn’t actually come up at the staff meeting just completed, but Traeger knew what the consensus would have been.

“Just the usual, sir.”

Harris nodded.  “The usual” would consist of a statement expressing shock, sadness, and outrage, coupled with a call for more cops, tougher punishment, and family values.

Traeger hesitated.  “I just can’t help thinking that we need something better than the usual.  Something...different.”

Harris gave him a curious look, which gradually formed itself into an indulgent smile.  “You’ve gone soft on me since you came back, Jim.  You even volunteer for some social agency, right?”

Traeger returned the smile.  He’d been back in his old job as chief of staff for nearly a year after an eighteen-month stint as Secretary of Commerce.  And he had changed, more than Harris would ever know.

The President, a big, beefy man, sixty-five years old, with thinning brown hair, leaned back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head.  “Hell, I get tired of saying the same shit all the time, just as much as everybody gets sick of hearing it.  But what’s the alternative?  Spending more money on welfare?  Federalizing local crimes?  That’s just not me.”

Indeed it was not, Traeger thought, not for a rugged individualist, an Arizona rancher, whose parents had named him after a character in an Ayn Rand novel.  And not for a second-term President so popular he would be able to virtually handpick his own successor.

Harris sat up again.  “All right—get with Nick and write up something a little softer if you want.”  The President put his reading glasses back on.  “Have you read this paper Amy wrote on succession?”

Traeger nodded, his pulse quickening.

“Well, what do you think?”

Jim knew he had to be careful.  The memo, from the President’s Special Counsel, was trying to push the President into an early endorsement of his Vice President, Norman Whitelaw, for the nomination next year.  With the country at peace, the economy booming, and Harris, the Reaganesque Marlboro Man, presiding over it all, the nomination would be tantamount to election.  Everyone had assumed all along that Vice President Whitelaw would be the anointed successor; the memo Harris was reading urged an early, emphatic endorsement of the Vice President to scare off any potential challengers.  And the memo’s author, Amy Burke, was fast becoming Jim’s chief rival for the President’s ear.  Worse, she was a former aide to the Vice President.

Without waiting for an answer, the President leaned forward.  “What’s with you, Jim?  You’ve been closed-mouthed about this succession thing ever since you came back.”

Traeger took a breath.  He had been waiting for the right moment to make his move.  Now, with Amy Burke forcing his hand, he could wait no longer.  “I believe we need to slow down, to re-think this entire process, Mr. President.”

Harris was flabbergasted.  “What the hell?  Out of the clear blue sky you’re sitting here and telling me I should dump Norm Whitelaw?”

Jim stiffened.  “I’m just saying no one has given this process any conscious thought.  It’s just been assumed.”

“What’s to think about?”

“We need to consider who will best carry out your policies, implement your agenda.”

The President leaned back, rubbing his face.  Dumping Whitelaw was unthinkable; the Vice President had been loyal beyond reproach.  He had dutifully endorsed the President’s mostly-economic agenda, and suffered in silence the Administration’s neglect of his pet social causes such as opposition to legalized abortion.  He had, by all accounts, done a good job in heading up the war on illegal drugs.  It was true that Whitelaw—an austere, rigid, church-going Mississippian—wasn’t exactly the President’s type of man.  But then, Reagan and Bush had also seemed like strange bedfellows and, like Harris and Whitelaw, they had won two elections together after initially opposing each other for their party’s nomination.  

“Jesus Christ, Jim.  I just don’t believe this.  What’s going on here?  Is there some kind of movement out there I don’t know about?”

“Not that I know of, sir.”

Harris’s perplexed look changed to wary.  “Is this something personal between you and Amy?”

“Not at all.”

“Then you just don’t like Whitelaw.”

“That’s not true,” Jim protested.  In fact, he did like the Vice President personally, finding him principled, sincere, and genuine.  “It’s just that we need to think beyond merely winning the election.  We need to think about your policies, the reason you were elected.”

The President was silent for a full minute.  “So what the hell am I supposed to do?  You think I—shit, this is about Milt, isn’t it.”

“I haven’t spoken to the Senator, or anyone else about it,” Traeger replied.  He had no doubt that if Harris felt free to pick anyone he wanted, it would be Florida Senator Milton Hokanson, a dynamic, folksy man who was much more in tune with the President’s economic agenda—lower taxes, less regulation—and less concerned about abortion and prayer in schools.  

“Hell, I like Milt—everybody does,” Harris said.  “But to dump Norm...”

“I’m only asking you to think about it,” Jim said.  “You’ve been successful because you stand for something.”

Harris was unmoved.  “Well, thanks a fuckin’ ton for dropping this shitload on me, Jim.  I don’t know where the hell you’re coming from, but I hope you know what you’re doing, going out on a limb like this.”  The President, shaking his head, put the memo to one side.  “We’ll have to take it up later.  And I hope you have a very, very convincing explanation for this.”

Cindy Stevens listened to the roar of traffic on the K Street freeway above the parking lot where she now sat, motionless, in her car.  She had been frustrated in her attempts to get the ringleaders.  They had been ready for her.  But of course they would be.  For three months they had been toying with her, monitoring her, trying to determine what she knew.  She couldn’t make things right any more; she had long since given up on that.  But she could make the bastards pay, at least some of them.

In a few minutes she would go back to finish the job.  Their building was well guarded; to go in would be suicide.  But that was a problem only if you valued your own life.

She didn’t.

For the twentieth or so time in the past half-day, a wave of nausea rippled through her abdomen as she recalled what she had done.  She gripped the steering wheel and waited for it to pass.  How many had she actually killed?  She couldn’t remember for sure.  Larry, of course.  Two or three others.  All of them she could find.  But then she’d seen Tori...

Oh, God, Tori.  What on Earth had she been doing there?  There had been no time, no way, to explain; only for the briefest and most inadequate of acknowledgments afterward.  But she couldn’t drag Tori into it.  Those she loved had suffered enough—Tori doubly so.  Cindy had given up her job, her friends—everything—for this futile three-month quest.  In the end she had done what she'd had to do.  But it had not been enough.  Not nearly enough.

She screamed as a face appeared in her window.  She fumbled, reaching for the door lock, but it was too late.  A strong arm pulled her out of the car, an arm belonging to a large man with crooked front teeth.

Cindy locked eyes with the man for an instant, then she understood with an unimaginable sadness that she had failed Scotty, that she would never complete her mission.

“You...”

The man smiled.

It was past seven that night when Traeger settled back in his limousine, a briefcase full of work beside him, for the ride home to Great Falls, VA.  He had hoped the President would be intrigued by his idea.  Instead he had been furious.  The process had not started well, and Jim was not in control of it.

Miraculously, both girls were home tonight.  He went upstairs and stuck his head into the room belonging to Brianna, fourteen.

“Hi, Bree.”

Brianna mumbled something in response.  She was wearing headphones attached to an MP3 player.

“How was your day?”

“All right.”

Traeger shrugged.  Brianna had lately discovered that her parents were the two uncoolest people in the known universe.  Jim went across the hall, knocked softly and opened the door.  Caitlin, twelve, lay propped up on the bed, watching a sitcom on TV.  She sat up and broke into a smile, showing an expensive mouthful of braces, when her father walked in.

“How’s it going, Katy?”  He kissed her on the forehead.

“Hey, it’s Captain Oddball,” she replied.  Caitlin had given him the name when an opposition Senator, after four days of brutal budget negotiations, had dubbed Traeger “Captain Hardball.”

“How was the soccer game?” Traeger asked.

“We lost again, but I got an assist.”

“Good job.  Will you have dinner with us?”

“Sorry—Bree and I already ate.”

Traeger nodded and softly closed the door.  Downstairs, his wife, Pam, had dinner ready.  He kissed her absently, and they sat down to a meal of grilled chicken and baked potatoes.

“Long day?”  Pam asked.

“Yep.  They’re beating us up on those shootings.  The TV and radio coverage won’t quit.”

“Christ, Jim.  You just don’t need this any more.  We don’t need it.  Why are you so determined to stick this out until the bitter end?”  

Jim slowly chewed his food and glanced across the table at her.  Pam, while still attractive, had recently begun to show her age.  Or maybe he had only recently begun to notice it.  Tiny lines had formed around her large, pretty eyes, and the skin along her jaw line had begun to sag ever so slightly.  If time had caused his former high school sweetheart to age, Washington had accelerated the process.  She had come to hate the city, with its mudslinging, gossip, and hypocrisy.  She had sat dutifully in the front row during the hearings for his confirmation as Commerce Secretary, listening for three days as one witness after another dragged her husband’s name through the mud.  From then on, she had never ceased lobbying for a return to Phoenix, her hometown, where they had met during college.

Jim couldn’t blame her.  But he knew the distance between them had less to do with Washington and his job than with the change that had come over him a year ago.  He knew Pam would never understand—could never understand—his new purpose; the mission that had reinvigorated him; the new life that had taken hold during the past year.

Regrettably, they had said, many of the Bound outgrow their spouses.

He resumed eating.  “I’m committed, Pam.  It’s only another year.”

“Closer to a year and a half,” she corrected.  “You know, I talked to Katherine the other day.  There’s a house for sale in Scottsdale that would be perfect—”

“Pam, please.  Until I know what I’m going to do, it’s pointless to—”

“And just when will you know?” she asked, her voice acquiring an angry edge.

Traeger wished he could answer the question.  The truth was that he didn’t want to think about it; his job, though not as all engrossing as it once had been, was still challenging and interesting, and he had never been happier.  He worried about a post-White House letdown, even though his career options were numerous and attractive.  He had standing offers from two prestigious political consulting firms.  Corporations were lining up to hire him.  He could teach, or help Harris with his memoirs.  

He had accepted that at age forty-one, he would never again hold a job as important, interesting, or powerful as the one he now held.

But all this contemplation about future options was meaningless now; everything would be meaningless unless he succeeded in his mission.  And, in any event, he knew the decisions about his future were no longer his to make.

Jim had finished dinner and was headed upstairs when he heard the distinctive ring from his den.  He hurried inside, shut the door behind him, and then sat down behind his desk.  Spread out before him was a battery of special communications equipment set up by the Secret Service.  But this call, though scrambled, was not from the White House.

“Yes?”

“This is Temple,” said the whispered, electronically distorted voice—a man’s, he thought, but he was never sure.  “I’m sorry, Jim, but it’s a go.  You have thirty days.”

Jim silently replaced the phone and sat motionless behind his desk for a long moment.  Then, feeling suddenly ill, he bolted across the hall to the bathroom and retched into the toilet.

He stood there for several minutes, catching his breath, his gaze avoiding the mirror.  His eyes caught sight of a hairbrush—Caitlin’s brush.  He thought about the day nine months ago when he had taken a hair from the same brush, placed it in an envelope, and sent it to Temple.

Oh, God, no.  Not Caitlin.  For a moment he hated himself.

But he recovered quickly, as he always did at such times.  The larger picture came back into focus, and his equilibrium returned.  What would happen with Caitlin was a tragedy.  But he would do it gladly, would do it ten times over, for the most important cause in the world.
