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Prologue
Many years after it all

“THINKING BACK NOW, I freely accept that this is where 
it really all began. I see Kinnard, a man so keenly out of place 
in this unremitting town, rising from his seat to commend me, 
my dearest, Kinnard. Always present in my time of need. I will 
forever hold near this momentary, but potent, memory of my 
most cherished friend. 

“And then there is Miriam, Professor Emerita Miriam Larson, 
my mentor, my confidante, and my strength, through three 
tumultuous years. She announces my name for all to hear.

“‘Janelle Lucinda Harcourt.’
“Just another name in a very long list. The 134th graduating class 

of Georgetown University Law School has descended on Capitol 
Hill, exercising its annual rite of passage. This, too, will forever 
remain with me, but for far different reasons than it seemed at the 
time. For I know now that this was the precise moment at which it 
all began, where the plan began to take root. 

“I walk across the raised platform toward Professor Larson; 
she greets me with the motherly love that has been absent for 
as long as I have known. And she has so much more yet to 
give. Miriam has plans for me, plans that my colleagues would 
aggressively embrace. But who would have known how it would 
all turn out? Who could have known the extent to which Miriam 
had planned my every move in the year that lay ahead? Surely 
not I. 

“And to think that at that very moment, a world away, a man 
was pleading for his life in a manmade hell. A stranger to me for 
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some time to come, but one to whom each of us would become 
eternally connected.

“I can’t speak of it anymore, or I simply choose not to, but this 
is how others have written of it. This is how others will remember 
a year that will forever stain the annals of American history, a 
year that none will soon forget. Except for those who did not live 
to remember.”
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Chapter 1

HE STARED DOWN AT THE WET CONCRETE FLOOR, 
lacking the fortitude to return to his feet. Feet shackled, hands 
bridled like a common thief, his head hung from the weight of 
his despair. A guard stood over him like a depraved master over 
a helpless slave. 

“Look up, Marin. The others are gone.” His voice resonated 
in the damp, secluded stall. The remains of icy water circling the 
drain and his own shallow breath were all that could be heard. 
Where were the others in his time of need? 

Trent lifted his head only enough to confirm what he had 
already known—what he had feared. The worst among them had 
returned, a coiled switch of leather clutched in his hand.

“You have not forgotten, my friend.” The deep lines of his 
round, brown face curled upward with delight. 

Trent’s body shook involuntarily; the chains rang his fear. He 
looked about for any sign of hope. 

“We’re alone, Marin.”
The burn of his piercing lacerations was still fresh in Trent’s mind; 

he was certain this man had brought him within a breath of death. 
This guard was a monster, void of even the smallest grain of human 
remorse. But this day, Trent’s imminent slaughter was cut short by 
the abrupt return of his captor’s comrades, a heaven-sent miracle at 
the most critical time. They released his chains, then dragged his frail 
body down the coarse floor of the endless corridor. They tossed him 
like refuse onto the thin foam pad of his cold, damp brig.

Four days passed before his captors returned. They stripped 
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Trent of his prison garb, rushed him down the corridor, and 
pushed him alongside the usual five inmates in the ceramic-tiled 
stall. Trent and his fellow prisoners were cleaned with the frigid 
blast of a common hose, allowed a brief moment to towel dry 
and re-dress, and then were returned to isolation. The routine 
continued on a four-day cycle, a determination Trent had made 
by observing the passing of day and night through a small hole 
bored through the cinder block of his brig. Four days of isolation, 
interspersed with an occasional beating and a thorough cleaning 
— a cycle he had now endured one hundred times. 

But today the routine was broken, an occurrence that had 
happened only once before. He re-dressed, then followed them 
to the small, windowless room. As before, a video recorder stood 
ready to capture his words. He knew what they wanted. This time 
he would comply.

He stared down at the table in front of him, his mind immersed 
in the only sanctuary he knew. “Forgive them, Father, for they 
know not what they do,” he murmured.

The monster leaned forward and slapped the side of his head. 
“Pray not for us, Marin. Pray for the salvation of your own hell-
bound soul.” He awaited a reaction that Trent refused to give. 
“You’re a fool, Marin.” His words were laced with disgust.

“I’ve done nothing.”
“You stand accused.”
“I am innocent.”
“Until proven guilty, Marin? Not here.” He lifted a 

photograph from the seat beside him and pushed it slowly 
across the table. “You used her and left her for dead. How she 
survived is anyone’s guess.”

A tear ran down the length of Trent’s face. “She’s just a child. 
A sweet, innocent child.” His voice quivered. He placed his hand 
beside the photograph and gently brushed his thumb along the 
bloodied face of the young girl. 

“Look what you’ve done, Marin. Who would save such a savage?”
Trent’s breathing turned erratic. “What do you want from me?”
The guard got up and moved to the video recorder; he fiddled 
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with the positioning, then activated the power. “I want you to 
show them your face. Tell them that all is well.”

“Why should I do that?”
“You have no choice.” 
“My government will come for me,” he shouted. “They will 

come.” This time his voice fell off. A third time he was nearly 
inaudible, his own doubt evident in his collapsing tone.

“Your government seems to believe that ten years is fair and 
just.” The guard reached aside himself and clutched the coiled 
whip. “The length of your stay is not a point of negotiation. The 
manner in which you spend it is within your control.” 

Trent looked at the recorder in defeat. All signs of abuse were 
guarded beneath his twill prison smock. How much he yearned to 
expose the horrors of his endless incarceration for his people to 
see. But only a fool would make such an attempt.

He cleared his throat and took a long, soothing breath. For 
the next three minutes, he filled the recorder with convincing lies. 
Words to keep help at bay.

“Very good, Marin. You’re learning well.”
Trent shook with anger, then cried out in a desperate plea. 

A cry to “the land of the free” and “the home of the brave,” a 
nation content to allow one of their own to rot in the bowels of 
a Colombian hell. But the recorder was off — his words forever 
lost in time.
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Chapter 2

“RULE NUMBER ONE: there are no guarantees, dear.” Miriam 
Larson held the phone loosely against her cheek and cupped her 
hand around the receiver. Her husband joined her in front of 
a roaring fire on the den’s sofa. A light snow had begun hours 
earlier in D.C. and was now covering the streets surrounding their 
Georgetown home. “It’s Janelle, she’s a wreck.”

The retired senator handed a glass of pinot to his wife and 
winked. “I sure don’t miss those days.” He leaned forward, touched 
his own glass to hers, and kissed her gently on the cheek.

He picked up the remote and switched to CNN. The presidential 
primary was all the buzz; only the crawl acknowledged that the rest 
of the world was still spinning on its axis. Miriam moved her hand 
from the receiver and offered soothing words. “Late exit polls have 
your man in front, Janelle. I’d put stock in those numbers at this 
late hour.”

Janelle Lucinda Harcourt paced the halls of the Manchester, 
New Hampshire downtown Hilton, her palms wet against her 
cell phone. Through the double doors of the penthouse suite sat 
the Republican front-runner for the highest office in the land, 
Senator John McCord, along with a half-dozen anxious members 
of his campaign staff. The balance of his staff manned phones and 
watched the cable feeds from the D.C. campaign office and the 
more removed Austin campaign headquarters.

As a member of McCord’s team of political consultants, 
Janelle’s place was inside with the others, but for now they would 
have to wait. For now, she needed the calming words of her trusted 
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mentor, the Honorable Miriam Larson — highly regarded U.S. 
Court of Appeals magistrate, revered Georgetown Law professor, 
and a card-carrying member of the Democratic Party. An unlikely 
confidante in light of the moment, perhaps, but Janelle knew there 
was no better source for straightforward, non-partisan perspective, 
with just a touch of inevitable levity.

“We came in too confident. We were way out in front just two 
weeks ago.”

Miriam looked at her husband and smirked. He grasped her 
hand and thumbed at her palm. “Peter Allen is a viable opponent, 
Janelle; he’s quite charming. The people of New Hampshire seem 
to have taken to his humanity, not to mention his liberal stances on 
welfare reform and the Head Start program.” Miriam was clearly 
enjoying the banter.

“Are you suggesting that Senator McCord is nothing more 
than a heartless, old school Republican?” 

“That’s a bit strong, Janelle. Let’s just say he hasn’t yet come to 
see the light, that’s all. We’ll bring him around in time.”

“Don’t hold your breath.” Janelle’s mood lightened ever so 
slightly.

“Sound advice, I suppose. But I’m still not giving up on 
converting you, dear.”

“Finding me a post on Senator McCord’s staff is a strange 
way to start.”

“All part of my master plan,” the judge laughed lightly.
The very sound of Miriam’s voice slowed Janelle’s pounding 

pulse, but her pace continued. “I haven’t had the nerve to watch 
any longer,” Janelle said. “Where does he stand?”

Miriam motioned to her husband to raise the volume. Wolf 
Blitzer responded on cue. 

“Senator McCord has a six percent lead on Peter Allen. Glen 
Brooks has managed a tidy percentage of his own. He’s certainly 
not your typical third-party candidate.”

Janelle huffed. “Glen Brooks draws directly from our camp. 
He’s killing us,” she groaned. “We should offer him a cushy admin 
post with a fancy title.”
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“How about running mate?” Miriam quipped.
“We’ll pass, thank you.”
“Just a thought.” 
“And a poor one. His stance on protective borders and 

extradition makes even Senator McCord look soft.” All at once 
aware of her elevated voice, Janelle glanced toward the penthouse 
door and added softly, “I suppose we could hide him in some sort 
of consulting capacity.”

“Glen Brooks would have to be awfully confident in John 
McCord’s chances of success to join forces with him now.”

“Why wouldn’t he be?” she asked capriciously. 
“Due to a certain contender that knows a thing or two about 

the Oval Office. Richard Gibbins has been vying for this post for 
eight long years. Besides, Janelle, your people may self-destruct 
long before the convention.”

Janelle groaned. Miriam had warned her of the political harm 
of a messy smear campaign, and this one had quickly become one 
of the most mean-spirited duels in recent history. “Glen Brooks 
has twisted our words from the onset. We’re forced to feed the 
public with a response around every turn.” Janelle spun on a heel 
and headed back down the hall. “I think I’ve lost any shred of 
innocence I had left.”

“It gets worse from here.”
“That’s encouraging.”
“Rule number two: don’t ever take it personally,” Miriam 

offered in a motherly tone.
Janelle paused a moment to lighten her words. She spoke from 

the heart. “This is all your fault, you know.” 
“I suppose it is.”
“Have I ever thanked you for all this mess?”
“A time or two, I think.”
“I wouldn’t trade this for the world, Miriam.” 
“I’m only glad I could help. Maybe next time you’ll be working 

for the good guys.”
“Your help shows a strong spirit of non-partisanship. A gesture 

that bodes well for a judge with higher aspirations.” 
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Down the hall a camera crew moved toward her with the MSNBC 
Washington bureau chief in tow. “Got to go, I’ve got visitors.” 

“Hang in there, dear. And call me for any reason at all.”
“You know I will.” Janelle slipped quickly inside the 

senator’s suite.
Miriam hung up and set the phone in her lap. She got up and 

moved a comfortable distance from her husband, then dialed a 
private line to the Nashua, New Hampshire downtown Crown 
Plaza Hotel. 

“This is Miriam Larson.” Her voice was stern. “Put me through 
to the vice president.”

“One moment, Ms. Larson.”
In a matter of seconds, Richard Gibbins came on the line. 

“Hello, Miriam.”
“Good evening, Richard. You’re certainly enjoying a tidy lead 

on the field. I suppose congratulations are in order.”
“Congratulations accepted. South Carolina, here we come.”
Miriam shifted gears quickly, her lead-in nothing more than a 

professional courtesy; Gibbins knew it as well. “I trust you’re up to 
speed on John McCord’s narrow margin.” 

Gibbins settled into a plush leather chair and waved off 
the few members of his staff still lingering about. He waited 
to speak until the door of the suite’s sitting room was closed 
securely behind them. “Of course I am.” The ring in his tone had 
vanished in an instant. “Perhaps we need to shift our focus to 
Peter Allen.”

“Allen is a lousy debater with a shaky platform. We could only 
pray he becomes the front-runner. McCord is a different story all 
together. We need to nip this in the bud.” Miriam was instantly 
conscious of her tone; she glanced cautiously at her husband.

Gibbins fidgeted in his chair. “There’s still plenty of time until 
the convention. John McCord has been known to gnaw on his 
foot when the right buttons are pushed. Give Larry a call. Have 
him trip him up in a national spotlight.”

“King has gotten comfortable, Richard. He doesn’t bite like 
he used to.”
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“Then have him promote Peter Allen. Larry owes us one 
since that attack on the president just before New Orleans. 
Pump Allen’s welfare reform position; it’s lousy, but it smacks of 
compassion. That may pick up enough fence-sitters to put him 
over the edge.”

“I wish I shared your confidence, Richard, but I fear this lousy 
showing may serve only as a wakeup call to the McCord camp. 
And if I know John McCord, he’ll do whatever it takes. Even if that 
means softening on social issues.”

“Can we count on Glen Brooks to continue to hammer him?”
“I don’t think so. My sources assure me that he’s likely to pull 

out after Arizona.” 
“How’s does your girl feel going into South Carolina?” 
“Janelle knows they fell asleep at the wheel since coasting 

through Iowa. They have no intent of continuing down that path.”
“Are they financed to stage an attack?” Richard’s tone said Miriam 

had struck a nerve. He trusted her instincts wholeheartedly.
“She’s informed me of an influx of funds from the steelworker’s 

union, and even a hint of help from the Motion Picture Academy.”
“That’s sacred party turf!” Gibbins barked. “Surely she’s playing 

you, Miriam.” Gibbins fidgeted in his seat.
“I’m plenty capable of detecting a ruse, Richard,” she snapped 

back. “And I assure you, I’m not being played. Janelle is far too 
green to be dabbling in those waters.” 

Miriam collected herself. The vice president waited patiently 
for her words of wisdom. “Peter Allen’s impressive showing 
means nothing. The nomination is still John McCord’s to lose.” 
She paused. “If you intend to occupy the office, we need to stop 
McCord — and soon.”

“Tell me what to do.”
“We need Michael’s muscle on this. And we need it quick. Can 

you get him on the line?”
“Burns is behind closed doors with the national security 

advisor. They always chain the doors for their little powwows.”
“Then get on his schedule first thing. We need his direction on 

this. It’s his neck on the line; let him make the call.”
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Chapter 3

AT SIX O’CLOCK THE NEXT MORNING McCord’s staff stood 
assembled in his Austin campaign headquarters. The senator wanted 
a full briefing on the prior day’s events. Each candidate had jetted off 
on red-eyes to their respective posts in preparation for the upcoming 
South Carolina primary. The night had ended with a short press 
briefing, followed by an hour of hand shaking in an elaborate victory 
party at the Nashua Crown Plaza Hotel. McCord dripped with 
charisma in the arms of his supporters, his concern masked.

Peter Allen had been a virtual unknown going into New 
Hampshire. Citing limited funds, he shunned the Iowa caucus, but 
then took New Hampshire by storm. His camp campaigned for sixty 
straight days in the Granite State, and spent in excess of two million 
dollars on television ads — what the McCord camp called “half-
hour info-slams” on McCord’s platform. Although national polls 
showed McCord with a comfortable lead going into the third phase 
of voting, prior to the June convention, McCord was concerned. The 
Palmetto State was home to four hundred thousand war veterans, 
all standing at attention for the arrival of Peter Allen, a former navy 
pilot, bona fide war hero, and real life POW. Allen had spent three 
months in the barbaric prisons of the North Vietnamese.

McCord offered nothing but rhythmic pacing to his road-
weary staff. Janelle and the others could wait all morning to 
receive their marching orders. For now, they gorged on Krispy 
Kremes and washed them down with coffee donated by the 
neighborhood Starbucks, conveniently located two doors down 
on Congress Avenue.
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Janelle settled into a lounge seat across from the team’s ethical 
advisor, Dr. Sandy Wynan, a tenured poli-sci pedagogue from the 
nearby University of Texas. Wynan scratched at his bushy gray 
beard, settled back comfortably into a velvet armchair, and closed 
his eyes. Janelle sipped at her coffee to hide a grin. The others 
dared not chuckle at the revered educator. 

In a far corner, McCord’s campaign manager, Anna Morris, 
tapped vigorously on her laptop, glancing intermittently at 
McCord for signs of retreat from his self-imposed hypnosis. The 
ring of the phone broke the silence.

Janelle jumped up and answered; she covered the receiver and 
signaled to Senator McCord. 

“It’s Senator Jenkins.” 
The others perked up. The Senate majority leader calling at six 

o’clock in the morning — congrats or concern? All but Dr. Wynan 
turned an ear upward. 

McCord took the phone and performed an Emmy-winning 
transformation. “Good morning, Tom,” he said with a ring in his tone. 
“So nice to see you and Renee last night. Quite some party, huh?” 

“Not bad for stuffed-shirt Republicans, John,” Jenkins 
chuckled mildly.

“We do what we can with limited funds,” McCord returned. 
His voice quivered ever so slightly. Tom Jenkins was an icon in the 
party, a role model to McCord and many others in their upward 
climb. The passage of time and even the nomination itself had 
done little to alter McCord’s feeling of subordination toward the 
elder Jenkins. 

“Save some for after the convention, John. That’s when the real 
expense begins.” Jenkins’s words were filled with intent, optimism 
amid the doubt. Though McCord wondered how contrived the 
words might be, they sounded good all the same. He pursed his 
lips and shook his head calmly; the week’s first look of contention 
was missed by none, but it faded quickly. 

“I have real concerns about South Carolina, Tom. Allen could 
slam us hard and carry that momentum into Arizona. We barely 
made it out of New Hampshire alive.”
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“A victory is a victory, no matter the margin. Clinton lost New 
Hampshire all together, John.” 

McCord could almost see Jenkins’s fist thumping the air, 
rallying the dying sentiment of the moment.

“He was the first, Tom. And he wasn’t taking on a war hero in 
a time of heightened patriotic sentiment.”

“No, no — that much is true.” The senior senator’s voice 
slowed considerably. “That will play a significant role in the 
next two primaries.” Tom Jenkins paused in an effort to choose 
his words perfectly. “John, I believe it’s important that I convey 
the general consensus of our party. You know that the majority 
of Senate Republicans are behind you 110 percent. Even former 
South Carolina governor Campbell has put his hat in your ring.”

“So I’ve heard. But — there’s a ‘but’ there, Tom. Something 
more. Let’s have it.”

“I’ll cut to the point, John. It’s just that the general belief of the 
Senate Republicans.” His speech slowed noticeably, an uncharacteristic 
hesitancy. “How do I say this?” He cleared his throat to gain some 
degree of composure. “It’s the general belief of the party that it may be 
wise to approach Glen Brooks with an offer.”

McCord’s shoulders sunk. “That sounds like desperation, 
Tom. Has it really come to that?”

Jenkins scrambled to regroup. “Not at all, John. Just sound 
politics. The man runs parallel with you on nearly every issue — 
welfare reform, balanced budget amendment, campaign reform. 
He’s John McCord without the lifetime politician tag. The people 
have been demanding a choice from outside the Beltway for the 
past twelve years; we know it and we accept it. The problem is, 
this one wreaks zero havoc on Allen’s camp. He’s your Nader, Mr. 
Gore. Not a prayer of hope, but damaging, nonetheless.”

“What about the public perception of such a move?”
“Up the ante so Brooks plays by the rules. He makes a simple 

statement that a sound businessman makes choices based on the 
facts in front of him. And clearly the prospects are too extreme to 
warrant continued expense. He’s been self-funded thus far; he’s 
indebted to no one.”
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“And certainly not indebted to me. He’ll never bite.”
“Sweeten the pot. You’re quite persuasive, John.”
McCord sighed and expelled something that resembled a mild 

chuckle. “Ambassador Brooks?”
“Has a certain ring.”
“I’ll give it serious thought, Tom.”
“That’s all we ask. Take care, John. Let’s talk soon.”
John McCord set the phone down gently and turned toward 

the others. He strolled slowly around his desk and poured the 
remaining black coffee into his mug. He glanced at his watch under 
the watchful eye of the others, a signature grin stretched across 
his face. “I suppose y’all have come to really hate me by now.” He 
didn’t wait for a response. “We’ve got more than two weeks before 
South Carolina; we’ll be useless by then if we don’t catch up on our 
sleep. Class dismissed, kids. Someone wake the professor and let 
him know we’re taking a twenty-four hour recess.”

Amens and hallelujahs arose, except from Janelle and Anna, 
who were huddled together in a corner. McCord motioned to 
both; they moved toward him as the others departed. 

For Anna, the inclusion of Janelle, twenty years her junior, into 
private moments with McCord had once been met with obvious 
exception. Anna Morris was a skilled campaign organizer and 
sought after by the very best. Her results could be seen throughout 
D.C and the highest posts in Texas. Janelle had quickly dispelled 
any notion that she could possibly be of any threat to the likes 
of Anna Morris. She did so clearly and with the utmost respect 
and sincerity —the relationship grew famously from that moment 
forward. She now rested comfortably beneath Anna’s wing.

McCord’s bond with Janelle was built almost instantly. As 
a fellow Georgetown alum, the conversation had never been 
awkward. Talk of the institution’s changes over the quarter-century 
gap had developed an almost Greek unity. 

McCord’s undisclosed and underlying interest, however, was 
in Janelle’s link to the renowned Judge Miriam Larson. Miriam 
Larson was not only a venerated member of the Georgetown Law 
professorial staff, but also was widely regarded as the Democrat’s 
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most likely choice to replace the retiring Theron Johnson as the 
nation’s next Supreme Court justice. Her résumé included a seat 
on the Virginia Superior Court, and a current post on the court 
of appeals. It was Miriam who had personally approached John 
McCord with the notion of utilizing Janelle on his campaign 
staff. Her high regard for Janelle surpassed any partisan division 
in political doctrine. McCord accepted with guarded caution, a 
hesitance that faded with his very first encounter with his new 
campaign staffer.

Intelligent, motivated, and beautiful were what McCord called 
her on their very first meeting. Coming from a dedicated husband 
and father, the compliment had been received in the way it had been 
meant, kind and well intended. Janelle agreed privately to two of 
the three. The first was now a matter of record in the chronicles of 
Georgetown Law. The second was best represented by her deferral 
of the pursuit of capitalism for the pauper’s wages of a campaign 
worker. The third was simply a difference in opinion. 

Janelle had always been sensitive of her tomboy appearance. 
Her legs were a bit too developed and her shoulders a bit too 
broad. Her thick auburn hair never seemed to flow like that of 
the girls in Cosmo; her lips were full, but maybe too full; her 
cheekbones a bit too round and her eyes, well, her eyes did 
sparkle just right. The eyes were the windows to the soul, and 
there was certainly nothing wrong with Janelle Harcourt’s soul. 
And without notice, at least by her, the passage of time and the 
development of her character were meshing the whole package 
into something quite appealing. 

When the others departed, McCord slumped down on the 
front of his desk and crossed his hands in his lap. He shifted his 
gaze from Anna to Janelle, then back again.

“Well?”
“Well, what, sir?” Janelle asked sheepishly.
McCord looked to Anna. “Surely you have a guess as to what 

that call was about.”
Anna’s suspicions were confirmed. She gave a nod that quickly 

turned horizontal.
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“Someone want to clue me in?” Janelle asked.
McCord got up and moved around the desk; he spun around 

and plopped himself down into his well-worn Williston recliner.
“We’re caught in a classic catch-22, Janelle. The party has 

stated their position on Glen Brooks. They want me to make him 
an offer. Problem is, if we make the offer and he balks, we come off 
as desperate buffoons. If we choose to move forward without the 
offer, we risk the election all together.”

“What if he agrees?” Janelle asked.
“Best case — we gain back all the votes he’s been stripping.”
“Worst case?”
“Worst case — he accepts, then has a change of heart in the 

fall. He runs to the press with a tale of a deep-pocketed Republican 
willing to buy the presidency.”

“Surely not, sir,” Janelle belted out. “You’re a revered and 
loved senator, and a fighter for the people. They know you better 
than that.” 

“I’d agree with you, Janelle, if only we could manage to get 
all two hundred and seventy electoral votes assigned to the great 
state of Texas,” he winked. “I’m afraid I’m pretty new to most of 
the country.” 

Janelle blushed. John McCord was continually reminding her 
of the magnitude of their mission. She didn’t suppose one could 
ever fully grasp the reality of it all. The very notion that she was 
working day-in and day-out with the man who might possibly be 
the next leader of the free world was almost surreal. 

“Surely Glen Brooks will back out on his own after Michigan. 
He’s giving money away after that,” Anna suggested.

“It’s anybody’s guess, Anna.” McCord leaned forward on his desk, 
hands clasped. “Brooks has always been anything but predictable.” 

The notion that Glen Brooks would roll over for a cushy post 
ran contrary to the very essence of the man. Glen Brooks was 
the quintessential CEO, having made stops at the highest posts 
of three of America’s largest power suppliers. His successes and 
wealth were well documented; his face had graced the covers of all 
the elite financial publications. Despite his accomplishments, no 
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story of his past had captured the public’s imagination more than 
that of the death of his only son. 

Brooks had lost his twenty-two-year-old son to a drug overdose. 
The young man’s years of chemical dependency instantly became 
fodder for tabloids and honored rags alike. Glen Brooks’s mourning 
quickly turned to vengeance. He publicly acknowledged his son’s 
personal responsibility, then turned to the cameras and declared 
a pointed and determined intent to seek out those responsible for 
America’s rising drug problem. His target would be the very source 
of the poison that cost him his only son. Brooks gathered a team 
of highly experienced investigators and the nation’s most heralded 
jurists. Their target, Colombian drug lord, Carlos Erba. 

Working with Colombian president Andres Pastrana and 
right-wing paramilitary groups, Brooks’s team of justice fighters 
succeeded in the extradition of the most sought-after drug kingpin 
since Escobar. Carlos Erba had now been imprisoned in a Miami 
jail cell for nearly eight years.

Fueled by the success of his mission and his rising public 
image, Brooks turned his energies toward the pursuit of social 
reform. Bypassing conventional rites of passage, he threw his hat 
into the political ring at the very highest level. The results, thus far, 
were far greater than the experts could ever have imagined. 

“It’s time for a vote, ladies,” McCord said. “Ayes, we make a 
call to Mr. Brooks. Nays, we fight it out the old fashioned way. Do 
I hear any ayes?”

“Hold on,” Janelle said. “What’s the political impact of ignoring 
the party’s request?” 

“We lose a few of the faithful.”
“You mean they shift to Allen just like that?”
“Just like that, Janelle.”
She shook her head. “Who needs them anyway? I’m ready 

to vote.”
“Do I hear any ayes?”
Nothing.
“Nays?”
A unanimous round of nays.
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Chapter 4

FOR PAREJO BONILLA, there had been no real decision to be 
made. They had wrapped his freedom and an opportunity for 
justice into one neat little package. The three men offered no 
further explanation as they bumped along through the snow-
packed, twisting mountain roads of the Vermont wilderness. They 
stared ahead, speaking not even to each other.

Parejo donned a thick, down-filled slicker, earmuffs, and a 
ski cap. His hands were wrapped in Gore-Tex, the material that 
should cover his thumb and index finger cut away. Aside him was 
a custom breechblock rifle with wide spiral grooves cut into the 
barrel, a cartridge of cigar-shaped, grooved slugs snapped into 
the chamber. Parejo knew he would only be afforded a single 
round, one that would need to be taken from no better than one 
hundred meters. Conditions permitting, that would be ample 
range for a direct hit.

They slowed to a stop in a stretch of virgin mountain snow. 
The cold earth crunched beneath the weight of the vehicle. Parejo 
had been pre-disposed; he was to radio in when a suitable perch 
was found. From there, Glen Brooks would be called and baited 
into clear view. Parejo would then exact justice for himself, 
Carlos Erba, and the others who had experienced the perils of 
the American prisons. He would rejoin with the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces and avenge eight years of unjust capture in a world 
that was not his own.

He slung his breechblock over his shoulder and headed out; 
the vehicle pulled slowly away. Parejo inhaled the cold, thin 



Sins of a Nation

19

mountain air, surveyed his surroundings for a moment, then 
headed into the sparse cover of the barren woods. 

The unfettered snow gave no indication of its knee-level depth. 
He high-stepped for a half mile over fallen trees, covered creek 
beds, hills, and swales, until finally the log cabin came into view. 
He lowered to a crawl, being sure to avoid the sightline of those 
milling about. 

The winter sky was clear, the visibility high — both an aid 
and a hindrance all at once. Parejo inched to the top of the final 
crest on his belly, then wiggled his body down into the snow. 
He raised his head, positioned the rifle onto a bipod of tightly 
packed snow, and scanned his surroundings a final time. He was 
one hundred fifty meters out.

A frozen pond covered most of the gap, a portion of which 
wrapped around the west end of the cabin. The solidity of the ice 
was undetectable beneath a thin layer of snow. 

The cabin was a grand, eight thousand square foot construction 
of pine and fieldstone. A raised deck stretched one hundred fifty 
feet, left to right. 

Parejo positioned his cross hairs in the center; no definitive 
entrance was apparent in the wall of windows that lined the 
terrace. He captured two unwelcome bodies clamoring about in 
the lens of his scope; assured that neither was Brooks, he returned 
his view to the center of the deck, then took a moment to regain 
his wind and composure. Ready to proceed, he peeled back the 
lapel of his slicker to expose a minute transmitter.

“In position,” he said in a coarse, determined tone.
The driver of the vehicle flipped open his cell phone and 

placed a call to the campaign office of Senator John McCord. A 
moment later, Glen Brooks received a call on his cell phone from 
McCord’s office. 

“Good afternoon, Glen. Sorry it’s been so long.”
“Who’s this?” Brooks asked.
“A very old friend, Glen.”
“How did you get this number?” Brooks’s voice was firm. He shared 

the number with very few. Certainly this voice was not one of those.
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“It’s been too long.”
Brooks, clearly puzzled, didn’t respond.
“It’s a hell of a drive in these parts, and what a boring way to 

drop in that would be.”
Brooks, intrigued, remained silent.
“Ever seen a balloon over these parts, Glen?”
“A balloon?” 
“Yes, Glen. A hot air balloon.”
“Can’t say as I have,” Brooks mumbled. He looked to his wife, 

who picked up on his conversation.
“Come outside and enjoy the view.”
Brooks moved to the wall of windows and slid open a small 

section of door wall. He stepped outside and searched the tips 
of the trees for the emergence of the balloon that would never 
appear. A grin spread across his face; he loved spontaneity. Who 
was this mystery man that treasured the art of a grand entrance? 
He scanned the horizon to no avail.

“Where are you?”
“Patience, Glen.”
A flicker of light flashed in the distance; the sun had met the glass 

of Parejo’s scope. Brooks fished a pair of sunglasses from his shirt 
pocket to gain a better view. He heard a single pop. The impact threw 
him violently against the door wall. His lifeless body slid down the 
glass, a dark smear of blood and tissue followed him downward. 

Helen Brooks screamed in horror. 
The silent winter retreat erupted in activity. A trio of 

bodyguards rolled onto the porch with rifles in hand. Parejo 
foolishly revealed his position with a jump of exuberance. The 
bodyguards fired rapidly. Parejo rolled down behind the cover 
of the snow-covered knoll. He regained his footing and ran 
recklessly toward the barren woods, his heart pounding in his 
throat, the ice-cold air burning his lungs. As he reached the next 
small summit, he turned to check the progress of his trackers. 
None could be seen. His retreat was delayed by momentary 
confusion. A ghostly silence rained over the mountainside. Parejo 
raised his breechblock and waved it back and forth. He shoved a 
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convulsing hand into his slicker and exposed the transmitter.
“Brooks is dead! He’s dead! I’m under attack!” He awaited a 

response. “Mission complete!” He screamed into the transmitter. 
It crackled a moment, then a voice came across.

“We’re in place.”
A thunderous roar echoed across the expanse between Parejo 

and the Brooks estate. Three ATV’s appeared in a blizzard of white 
spray. They raced to the pond’s edge, then fishtailed to a stop. The 
pond could not be trusted — Parejo knew he had been granted a gift. 
He turned and ran as fast as the conditions would allow. The four-
wheelers quickly retreated. They spun around in unison and sped to 
the rear of the cabin to loop around the body of frozen water.

Parejo followed his own track marks toward the road, the 
short stride of his former pace serving as little more than a guide. 
He reached the creek and positioned himself to take it in a single 
jump. A rumble resonated through the fissure of earth like fire 
through a pipeline. 

They were approaching through the dry creek bed! 
He lunged across the ice and climbed desperately up the 

mud-slicked creek wall, his breechblock falling from his grip. 
He hesitated, then continued his climb without it. The car was in 
place as he ascended from the creek. The roar of the ATV’s grew 
louder. The passenger door of the car was pushed open as Parejo 
raced desperately through the trees, his footing now solid on the 
flat terrain. The vehicle rolled slowly forward as he exited the 
woods; he leapt into the seat in full stride, quickly pulling the door 
closed. The car eased ahead, before speeding away. A heavy sense 
of relief washed over him, though his chest continued its violent 
heaves. According to the view in the side mirror, his assailants 
were nowhere to be found. A smile of contentment finally came 
over him. 

The driver nodded. “Nice work, Parejo.” 
In an instant, a razor sharp thuggee was passed over his head 

from behind and tightened brutally around his throat. He grabbed 
desperately at the wire, trying in vain to bury his fingers beneath 
the thin metal cord. He could feel the warmth of his blood 
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beginning to line the wire. He slapped his head wildly against the 
headrest in a failed effort to loosen the death grip. His world was 
growing blurry, the pain of torn skin excruciating. He strained to 
draw even the smallest pull of life-giving air into his lungs. The 
vessels of his eyes split from the strain, and a stream of wet blood 
rolled down his face. Parejo’s tongue thickened and settled deep 
into his throat; he gurgled violently as his hands lost all strength. 
His killer added one final pull, sending him on a one-way trip 
straight to hell’s doorstep.

Parejo Bonilla’s body was dumped in a drainage ditch a mile 
from the Brooks estate. It would be a full day before the body 
would be discovered, and yet another before a proper connection 
would be made.
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Chapter 5

TO THE OUTSIDER, Texas is little more than a montage of 
tumbleweeds, plains, dust, and oilrigs— a stereotype invariably 
cured by the majestic spectacle called Austin.

The capital city’s western landscape is defined by miles 
of layered limestone and marl, scattered beneath vistas of 
Spanish oaks and Ashe junipers. Towering sycamores and 
bald cypresses line the shores of sparkling tributaries meshed 
through the rolling Hill Country, steadily finding their way 
to the mighty Colorado River, and riding it proudly through 
the heart of the city. 

The city itself is alive with an energy all its own. Venues 
and performance halls line the downtown strips with talented 
musicians to spare. Hordes of outside talent battle turf wars with 
a renowned wellspring of homegrown artists, filling the night air 
with a potent blend of harmony.

The mindsets of the artistic Left stand together in their 
secure, liberal hub, despite an ocean of Texas conservatism 
all around them. Janelle’s pairing with the Right had never 
been so staunch as to ignore the views of the free-spirited 
reformists she called friends. An open mind had so far served 
her well.

Janelle intended to take full advantage of her twenty-four 
hour reprieve. She took a much-needed three-hour siesta in her 
downtown loft, then headed out for a four-mile run along the 
river before heading uptown. Her soul mate, Kinnard Lythe, was 
waiting. He was all she ever needed to find her center. 
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She entered MoJo’s Coffee Shop, just north of the University 
of Texas campus; Kinnard jumped her from behind and spun 
her around.

“Hey, doll face.” He grabbed her by the head and kissed her 
hard on the cheek. “East Coast hasn’t faded that beauty one bit.”

Janelle pulled him in and squeezed him hard and long. She 
loved this man, a wonderful, platonic love. She pushed herself 
back and gave him the standard once over. His hair was frazzled 
but just so, a string of silver studs lined his ears from top to lobe, a 
single vertical strip of hair funneled down his chin and ended in a 
free-flowing twist beneath his jaw. 

“What’cha looking at, doll face?”
“Always have to see what’s new, Mr. Lythe.”
“No fun staying stagnant.”
“No fear there.” She reached out and flicked his chin tail. 

Kinnard led her by the hand to a corner table. 
MoJo’s was Starbucks after a hurricane. Cracked walls and 

teetering tables existed without apology. Janelle eased cautiously 
into a chair.

“Beautiful MoJo’s. Still fightin’ the good fight against the evil 
of crass commercialism. Bet it’s good to be home, eh?”

“Always, Kinnard.”
Two lattes arrived, gratis, in record time. Kinnard hoisted 

his. “Here’s to your man, just because I love you, and for no other 
godforsaken reason.”

She smirked and raised her mug. Passivity was treasured 
by neither. A strong position, despite its polarity, was what they 
found most appealing in each other. 

Kinnard exemplified defiance of all that society deemed sacred. 
The product of dysfunctional but affluent parents, he was on a 
fervent mission to redefine success. His father, a highly successful 
attorney, had traded his marital duties for the lure of a dozen 
barmaids when Kinnard was still a teen. His mother responded 
with a degree of chemical experimentation that would humble the 
lollapalooza hardcore. Kinnard withdrew and buried himself in 
his private school studies. Though accepted to the finest schools 
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in the land, he stayed put in his hometown for the extent of his 
formal education. He raced through undergrad with honors, and 
to the surprise of Janelle — and all others that called him friend 
— he continued on through the University of Texas Law School. 

But that was as far as conventional behavior would persist. 
The prospect of following his fellow bar members through the 
corporate penitentiary was never an option. Kinnard intended to 
make a difference on his own terms. For now, he paid his third of 
the rent on a neighboring Hyde Park bungalow by helping out at 
MoJo’s a few days a week and by graciously accepting a thousand 
a month from the family trust.

Janelle set her cup down and swirled the straw through the 
thick foam. “So, we still up for D.C?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
“You know, I’m only there for two days, then it’s off to 

South Carolina. Senator McCord doesn’t want a repeat of New 
Hampshire. He intends to shake every hand in the Southeast by 
the nineteenth of the month.”

“Straight up on this one. You think he stands a chance in 
this primary?”

Janelle pursed her lips and stared into her latte. “What do you 
always say about negative thoughts? They stir up bad energy. I 
won’t tempt the spirits.”

“I got my answer.”
“You got nothing,” Janelle scrunched her nose and swatted 

at him. 
“Does Miriam know I’ll be with you in D.C.?”
“Yes, and she’s delighted. Of course she doesn’t know your 

real purpose.”
“And why do you suppose the pursuit of justice would offend 

a public official, Ms. Harcourt?”
“Oh, I don’t know, perhaps because it’s in the form of a rally 

on the Capitol steps against the White House administration 
itself.” Janelle shook her head and sighed deeply. Rallies and 
protests were commonplace with Kinnard. Few created any real 
stir, and he seldom stayed the course for more than a month 
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or two. “Tell me again why you’re so hell-bent on getting this 
Trent Marin guy out of Colombia. I promise to give you my full 
attention this time.”

“Same reason I’d have for pulling your cute butt out of there. 
He didn’t do it. Plain and simple.”

“And once again, what makes you so very certain? You know, 
seeing that the White House has chosen to comply with the 
findings of the Colombian government and all.”

“It’s purely political. We get the extradition of a dozen 
drug lords, they get an occasional U.S. envoy to show off to the 
guerilla forces.”

“But this is about Marin’s indiscretion.”
“Yes, of course, the alleged indiscretion with a minor. Sorry if 

I don’t buy it.”
“He’s a man — it is possible.”
“Possible yes, but a very convenient tale for his captors, as well. 

Besides, Marin is a devout Baptist. He’s clean as a whistle.”
“That flies in the face of public sentiment.”
“Tell me about it. We have all of fifty people committed to 

the rally.”
Janelle clasped both hands around her cup and leaned in 

toward Kinnard. “So what’s this really about?”
“Exports,” he answered without hesitation.
“Coffee?” she giggled.
“Ecuadorian lattes, my dear.” He raised his cup and took a 

long sip.
“Go on.” 
“It’s quite simple, really. You see, Colombia has been flip-

flopping on their alliance with us since Teddy Roosevelt got fired 
up about the Panama Canal. Bogotá has shifted its acceptance of 
U.S. aid continually throughout the past century. In good times, 
our conditions on Cuban and Nicaraguan relations don’t meet 
with their standards; when their economy slumps a little, they 
gladly sign up to our demands. 

“Over the past decade, the leading condition of our financial 
aid has been continued military efforts against rebel forces — 
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guerilla armies financed primarily by Colombia’s lucrative cocaine 
and marijuana trade.”

“And drug use has gone down as a result of it, hasn’t it?”
“Hardly. While we’ve been sending our hard-earned dollars to 

the Colombian government, we’ve quietly become their leading 
importer. We account for ninety percent of Colombia’s drug 
export. Quite ironic, isn’t it?”

They shared an awkward pause. At twenty-eight, 
experimentation with the hard stuff was safely behind Kinnard, 
but Janelle was not so naïve as to believe he had cut back on the 
potted plant all together. They were open on most everything — 
except this. 

“So how does this all tie into Trent Marin?”
“Simple. Trent Marin was serving as the U.S. envoy to Colombia in 

some very turbulent times. The Revolutionary Armed Forces, better 
known as the FARC, had seized control of a huge territory near the 
Ecuadorian border and was embattled with the Colombian military 
for continued control. We’re talking about very fertile land about the 
size of Switzerland, said to produce one-third of the world’s entire 
drug supply. Despite U.S. aid, Colombian military actions have failed 
time and again to force out the guerilla armies. They’ve pounded them 
relentlessly, but they failed to retreat. The Colombian government 
finally resigned itself to a more peaceful means of negotiation.” 

“What leverage do they have?” Janelle asked. 
“Bogotá has agreed to shun all U.S. aid as a trade for controlling 

interest of the region. The FARC has complied, but for how long 
is anyone’s guess. Without our aid, the Colombian government 
is severely weakened, and a prime target for attack. A weakened 
government is sure to be eventually overturned. “

“But Colombia received a $1.2 billion aid package just a year 
ago. That’s not quite shunning aid.”

Kinnard raised a brow and huffed. “Yes, of course. A 
massive economic stimulus package presented by our very own 
president. A fleet of AH-64 Apache helicopters was included in 
that package. All of this, I’m sure, would be very interesting news 
to the FARC.”
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“So you think the Colombian government is playing both 
sides of the fence?”

“Yes, I do. And I think that Trent Marin is serving as a 
symbolic show of unity with the FARC — retribution for two 
decades of extradition of guerilla leaders. You see, retaining 
Marin satisfies the rebels’ belief that the alliance with the U.S. 
has been severed. Concocting a story of sexual indiscretion 
satisfies us and allows them to keep the funding for the length 
of his sentence.”

“And the White House believes our billion dollar donation is 
being used as directed?” 

“Hard to tell what they believe for sure, but that’s the response 
from the Foreign Relations Committee. And after so many years 
of extraditions of Colombian drug lords, it would be a political 
hotbed for anyone to fight for a lone American allegedly caught 
with his pants down.”

“How is it that you know all of this?”
“Summation and consensus from about two hundred others, 

my dear. See, Trent Marin has, thus far, been granted two recorded 
sessions within the walls of a Colombian prison. The footage is a 
matter of public record within the CIA’s crime database; you just 
have to know how to tap in.”

“You hacked the CIA?” Janelle brought her hands to her 
temples and pushed them back through her thick hair. “I can’t 
believe this.” Her eyes were wide with intrigue.

Kinnard reveled proudly in the deviance, then moved to 
suppress. “I simply accessed information that is public domain 
under the Freedom of Information Act.”

“You hacked,” she repeated.
Kinnard rolled his twisted goatee in his fingers. “I exercised 

my constitutional right, doll face.”
“So where’s the tape?”
“I burned it on a CD, then uploaded it to my Web page. I 

gave it a suitable home, accessible to every God-fearing person 
in American and beyond. So far, I’ve been tapped with over seven 
hundred hits.”
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Janelle’s intrigue turned to concern. “Kinnard, do you have 
any idea what could happen if this video is discovered by the 
authorities?”

“Yes, I do. They can take unwarranted legal action against 
Mr. James Con, the registered licensee of domain name 
newjustus.com.”

“You filed under an alias?”
“A dog could get a domain name.” He winked soberly as he 

sipped at his latte.
“This is unbelievable!”
“And you haven’t even seen the tape. God, you’re easy to impress.”
“Tell me about the videos. Are they authentic?”
“Well, it would appear to be the real Trent Marin, if that’s 

what you mean. There’s even a quick flash of prison guards in 
the foreground.”

“How does he look?”
“Very gaunt, but cleanly shaven and without any visible signs 

of abuse.”
“How about his demeanor?”
“As can be expected for anyone held in captivity. Especially an 

innocent man.”
Janelle shook her head and scrunched her eyes. “Does he have 

any family — a wife, kids?”
“Uh-uh. Never married and no known relationships. His work 

was his only real love. His parents are both deceased.”
“How old?”
“Mid-forties.”
“What’s on the tape?”
“Nothing but nonsense. A few minutes of comments 

regarding his physical and mental health and prison conditions, 
plus vague references to his knowledge of his crime. Three 
minutes of gobbledygook; second-rate chop shop work is 
how I see it. Colombia is satisfying UN requirements for fair 
and ethical treatment through a cut and paste video, while an 
innocent man is paying the political price for the extradition of 
a dozen lethal killers.”
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“And others feel the same as you?”
“More and more each passing day.”
Janelle tilted her head. “Are you sure that’s not just the power 

of suggestion working its magic?”
“Of course it is. It’s through suggestion and thoughtful analysis 

that we’re able to unveil many truths. The truth is often buried in a 
landfill of justifications. The battle cries of a few have often swayed 
the masses to the pursuit of justice.”

“Since when?”
“Your Nazarene friend did it all alone.”
“That’s a lofty perch to sit on. How about more like Pol Pot or 

that maniac, Koresh?” she said with a smirk.
“That’s a bit dark.”
“I suppose,” she said with a giggle. Janelle downed the final 

swallow of her latte and pushed her mug aside. “OK, Captain 
America, your mission is noble and worthy of my utmost respect.”

“’Tis all I ever strive for, doll face.”
“But please tone it down for Miriam. I need her sound advice 

about the campaign. I don’t want our little luncheon turning into 
a political debate.”

“But Miriam loves my fire.”
“Not on this. Keep it to a minimum, promise?”
“Promise,” he said with a look of defeat.
Janelle leaned across the table and pecked him on the cheek. 

“Let’s go paint the town.”
“Let’s roll, Picasso.”
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Chapter 6

MIRIAM LARSON FIT COMFORTABLY within her chosen 
lifestyle amongst the Beltway elite —surrounded by choice by the 
powerful dark suits of legislators and the high-heeled diplomats of 
the nation’s capital.

At precisely eleven forty-five, she joined a bustling D.C. 
lunch crowd at the Palm, the unofficial haunt of high-ranking 
party officials, renowned cabinet members, an occasional 
Supreme Court justice, and far too many high-profile members 
of the media. 

Obligatory cheek-to-cheek embraces ensued, before a white-
jacketed host escorted her past a dozen linen-covered tables and a 
smoky wood bar filled with aggressive young dignitaries, lobbyists, 
and Beltway elite. Judge Theron Johnson arose to greet her as the 
waiter pulled back the chair to her regular table

“Hello, my dear.” The Supreme Court justice put his hand in 
hers and gently squeezed. “You look exceptional, as usual.”

His assessment exceeded mere politeness. At fifty-eight, 
Miriam Larson still possessed more than a glimmer of the grand 
socialite darling she had once been. Money had preserved much 
of the former beauty through minor tucks and augmentation. 
Her confidence and demeanor, along with sultry eyes that still 
captured a room and stirred the imagination. Three decades of 
marital commitment to a rising star in the D.C. ranks had done 
little to sway the tactful advances of would-be suitors along the 
way. Though she had never wandered, she welcomed the desires 
all the same. Theron Johnson’s interest was purely top shelf. He 
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simply adored Miriam’s insight and unyielding intellect. 
“I slept quite soundly last night, Theron,” she said.
“That comes as a bit of a surprise, Miriam.” They both settled 

in as china cups of tea were filled before them.
Miriam poured a bit of cream into her cup, then leaned forward 

and cast those disarming eyes on the federal judge. “I have reason 
to believe that John McCord has lost favor among the masses. He’s 
in for a very difficult few months.”

Theron tilted his head and looked at her through narrow eyes. 
“I certainly agree with the immediate prospect, Miriam. He may 
well stumble in the next two, but one can’t merely ignore what the 
polls are telling us for the long haul.”

“Oh, the polls.” She waved her hand. “My goodness, Theron, 
you and I know the shortcomings of polls. Doug’s first Senate seat 
was won despite miserable polling data.”

“I do recall. You were just kids,” Theron waxed nostalgic. 
“It wasn’t all that many years ago, Theron.” She smiled over her 

raised teacup. 
He shifted gears. “How long do you suppose you can count on 

Glen Brooks?”
“Arizona is a safe bet,” she responded without hesitation. 
“Well, I suppose that doesn’t bode well for McCord, now does it?”
Miriam batted her eyes. “Glen Brooks is my ace in the hole.”
Theron nodded lightly; he brought his hands together and 

rubbed one thumb on the other. He dropped his head, pursed his 
lips, and exhaled slowly. “You’re a dear friend, Miriam,” he said softly. 
“This issue has been on my mind every waking moment. You must 
know that I’ve thought this through every which way to Sunday.”

Miriam raised her hand in protest. “Not a word about it, 
Theron. You know I would never ask for such a sacrifice. You do 
know that, right?”

He nodded. “I just wish there was some way around this, some 
way I could help. I swear if I knew the nomination was yours for 
certain, I’d walk away today.”

“You’re a dear friend, Theron.” 
“It’s been fifty years since I wished I was a year older, Miriam.” 



Sins of a Nation

33

At sixty-four, Theron Johnson was cherishing every moment of 
the life he had carved out for himself. He had accumulated a bounty 
of prestige and success, and still had dreams to spare. Theron had 
full intent of walking away from his lifetime post on the Supreme 
Court at the relatively young age of sixty-five, with a body and 
mind as sharp as many men half his age. He looked forward to 
twenty-five or thirty more years of fulfillment — those years to be 
fully funded by the U.S. government, thanks to his combination of 
fifteen years as a federal judge and his sixty-fifth birthday. Only a 
fool would bail out now. To Miriam’s dismay, his sixty-fifth would 
come one month after the presidential inauguration. And at fifty-
eight, an eight-year GOP reign would crush any remaining hope 
she had of an eventual Supreme Court appointment. 

Miriam raised her hands and squared her fingers. “Washington 
Post: Democrats retain Oval Office with lopsided victory over 
Peter Allen.”

Theron chuckled lightly. “At the risk of showing partisanship,” 
he looked about and lowered his voice to a whisper, “I hope 
you’re right.”

A buzz arose in a gathering on the far side of the room. A 
collective murmur soon flooded the restaurant like a crimson tide. 
Theron and Miriam locked eyes intensely. “What’s going on?”

A young law clerk caught sight of Miriam and headed 
toward her.

Miriam took her by the arm, “What’s all the scuffle, dear?”
“It’s Glen Brooks, Ms. Larson.”
“Glen Brooks? What about him?” Miriam sensed trouble in 

the young girl’s eyes.
“They’re saying he’s dead. Glen Brooks is dead.” Her volume 

was enough to bring the surrounding tables up to speed. 
“Dead? My God!” Theron gripped Miriam’s forearm.
“Was it some sort of accident? When did this happen?”
The surrounding tables awaited a response. 
“He’s been murdered!”
The room erupted in commotion. 
“Murdered?” Miriam asked in disbelief. 
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“Where? When?” Theron asked.
“That’s all I know.”
“This is unbelievable. Who on this earth would want Glen 

Brooks dead?” Miriam asked. She searched Theron for an answer. 
His response was painfully blunt. 

“Any number of people, I suppose.”
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Chapter 7

JANELLE’S PAGER VIBRATED as she washed down a plate 
of tempi and rice with a horn of twig tea at the holistic hippie-
hangout Casa de Luz. The night was little more than a blur from 
that point forward. 

She was utterly stunned by the murder of Glen Brooks. 
Kinnard stayed close by her side for a night of news reports 

and phone calls. Her list of suspects changed by the hour.
John McCord rallied his troops for the second straight six o’clock 

meeting. This one came without even silent protests from the staff. 
Somebody or someone had put an indelible mark in the history books 
with one single shot. Curiosity alone served as ample motivation. 

Anna Morris secured the outer door as the last of the staff 
made it past the growing cloak of network reporters camped 
outside the downtown campaign office. Caution filled the air. 
Until the perpetrator was known and the breadth of influence was 
understood, they were all potential targets. 

John McCord paced nervously; he grabbed one of many 
papers and scanned the headlines as if to solidify in his mind the 
reality of what had occurred. McCord had been pacing off and on 
during a tumultuous night. 

John learned of Brooks’s death as did millions of other 
Americans: compliments of Katie Couric. The phones started their 
reckless intrusion in unison with the report. One call to Anna 
Morris was enough to coordinate the staff ’s morning gathering. 

The Secret Service placed a call within the hour. Traditional 
post-convention assistance was being moved up five months. 
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They escorted John’s wife Carol to the eighth floor of Austin’s Four 
Seasons Hotel, where she was to stay, along with two grown sons 
and their spouses, for an undisclosed period of time. The entire 
floor was guarded around the clock with the best that money 
could buy — compliments of the U.S. government. Somewhere, 
the family of Peter Allen was experiencing similarly opulent, albeit 
unsettling, treatment. 

McCord’s personal team of ten agents had thoroughly combed 
every inch of his Westlake estate. His cars were removed and 
replaced with two Crown Victorias, his driving privileges indefinitely 
revoked despite his vehement protest. The garage-door openers 
were detached and new satellite-controlled units were installed. 
The locks were switched on each exterior door, and additional 
clamping devices were added to the windowpanes. A half-dozen 
surrounding homes were vacated, their occupants put up in Austin’s 
finest accommodations. An agent stood watch in each. 

Two agents were positioned on either end of the main room of 
the campaign office; two others remained at the front door, their 
determinate presence obvious to the aggressive media.

The staff assumed their usual seats, awaiting a statement. Anna 
Morris broke McCord’s pacing and urged him to a seat among 
the others; he eventually slumped down into a chair next to Dr. 
Wynan. Janelle had never seen the senator ruffled or shaken. The 
sight had a stirring effect on the staff.

Dr. Wynan spoke first. “What do we know so far?” He looked 
directly at John and then scanned the others.

Janelle just shrugged when looked upon; no use in stating 
the basics.

Martin Redmond, Janelle’s counterpart, offered a trifle. 
“We know that a body was found a mile from Brooks’s estate in 
Vermont. No connection has yet been made.”

“Let’s allow the investigators to take care of pursuit and 
capture,” Wynan responded. “Our mission is one of safety and 
political posture.” The others, including McCord, listened intently. 
“We need to address the potential backlash of the seedy media 
types camped outside our door.”

McCord sat up straight as if a light had just come on, a 
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piercing and unwelcome light. Throughout the night, his 
concern had been entirely for the well-being of his loved ones. 
He had never even considered the words he was now certain 
Wynan was about to utter. Despite six years on the Senate floor, 
he still had a great deal to learn about the political game.

Dr. Wynan stared hard at McCord. “We must be prepared to 
confront the ludicrous notion that you had involvement in all of 
this, John.” 

McCord sat stunned.
Anna lashed out, “That is beyond ludicrous, Sandy!”
“The prospect, or the accusation?”
“Both,” Anna returned.
“I’m afraid you’re only half right, Anna.”
Anna offered no response. The notion was too troublesome 

to consider.
Janelle moved to soften the blow a bit. “What about Peter Allen? 

Surely he can expect the same treatment.” The obvious answer filled 
the room like a black cloud, none ready to verbalize it. 

McCord took the role. “Allen lacks motive.” 
The room grew deathly quiet. John McCord huffed, then 

pushed his hands against his knees and raised himself up. “I’ve got 
alibis,” McCord said with a smile.

“No one figures you did it yourself, John,” Wynan responded. 
McCord locked eyes with Wynan. “What are the odds that the 

killer was connected to a known hate group?”
Wynan shrugged a shoulder and waved a hand. “We’re seeing 

it more and more.”
Anna jumped back in. “Why do you ask, John?”
Wynan was in line with McCord’s train of thought. “Connection 

to an organized hate group virtually exonerates involvement from 
a third party.”

McCord nodded in agreement, then moved to shift gears. 
“There’s little use in speculation. The best we can do at this time 
is to show a confident face to the American people. We need to 
proceed as planned. Story-seekers will be with us forever — let’s 
get used to it.”

“Amen,” Anna chimed in. “We’ve got plenty of work to do.
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“Right-o. Janelle, I need for you to coordinate walk-throughs 
and rallies in the Piedmont Plateau. The region is rich with textile 
manufacturers. That means big plants with captive audiences.” 
McCord was off and running.

Janelle scribbled a note and looked up. “I’ve been in touch 
with Hamrick Mills and Leigh Fibers.”

“Good. Add Milliken and CMI.”
“Martin, you’ve got chemical facilities, the lumber industry, 

mining; you get the picture. South Carolina has eight electoral 
votes; we can’t assume we’ll make it back there before November. 
Let’s go all out.”

“Check, chief.”
“Janelle, add a half-dozen schools, the same number of 

churches, and throw in a few VFW halls for good measure.”
“Sir, our time is tight. Why not concede the vets?” Anna said.
“You don’t have to be a POW to be a patriot, Anna. I’m all 

about the American dream.”
Anna made a mark on her notepad.
“Sandy, how about you touch base with Senator Rodin and 

brush up on old war stories.”
“I’m a little rusty on the Nazi regime, wise guy.”
“Anna, see if we can meet with Mr. Rodin out at the Plantation. 

We need his public endorsement.”
“You know he’ll grant it, John.”
“I owe him the respect of a visit, nonetheless.”
“Got it. What else?”
McCord unleashed a devious grin in anticipation of the 

impending backlash. “Call the Allen camp and tell them we’re 
ready for an open debate. Follow it with a phone call to the Post 
and tell them of our intent. Let them get the word out that we’re 
ready to rumble.”

Anna was openly displeased. “And when do we propose that 
this debate takes place?

“In ten days.”
Anna was beet red. “Tell me you’re bluffing, John. You’re 

bluffing, John. I’ll say it for you.”
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“Only about the date. I want Allen face-to-face three times 
before July.”

Janelle shared Anna’s concern. “What if he calls your bluff, 
John? We have neither the time nor the resources to cover all the 
issues in that short of time.”

“Neither does he; trust me, he’ll balk.”
“As your ethical adviser, John, I must say I find this a bit 

underhanded,” Wynan insisted.
“Only if I’m not willing to follow through, Sandy.”
“But the leak to the Post? That smacks of deception.”
McCord’s rapid-fire engine stopped revving; Wynan had 

struck a nerve. Janelle studied his look, admired his thought 
process. In six months of exchange, this was the first time that 
Dr. Wynan’s ethical input had run contrary to the senator’s intent. 
Dr. Wynan was right on the mark here; she and everyone else in 
the room knew it. John McCord had finally crossed the line; the 
moment was one of great telling. McCord was facing his first true 
encounter with adverse public perception in the wake of Brooks’s 
death. The campaign was about to slide under the microscope, 
and any evidence of seedy behavior would wrap itself up with the 
lies and create one big snowball of doubt among voters. Was this 
the moment that his heavily burdened staff was about to learn a 
critical lesson about the man that they were giving up a year of 
their lives for? 

“Cancel the Post, Anna. Call and develop a mutual schedule 
with Peter’s people..”

The group let out a collective sigh.
Janelle jumped up to retrieve McCord’s private line. “Senator 

McCord — it’s the vice president.”
McCord walked over and took the phone from Janelle; he 

held it against his leg in a moment of thought before speaking. 
“Hello, Richard.”

“John.” Neither said a word for a long moment.
“Strange times we live in, Richard,” McCord said finally.
“Indeed. I trust your family is being well taken care of.”
“Yes, thank you. The Service’s response time is remarkable.”
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“They’re the very best, John. I’ve grown accustomed to having 
them at my side,” Gibbins remarked.

The underlying admission of the impact of Brooks’s passing 
was brimming near the surface of the uncomfortable silence. Both 
men knew that the past twenty-four hours had landed a severe 
blow to Richard Gibbins. McCord could almost feel Gibbins 
damning the turnabout over the phone lines. For certain, Richard 
Gibbins would not be among those interrogated about the death 
of Glen Brooks. 

McCord spoke. “Sadly, this tragedy is not without precedence. 
Robert Kennedy, Wallace. . .”

“It doesn’t make it any easier though, does it, John?” His tone 
didn’t lie well with McCord. The vice president had been known 
to have a backhanded snip to his voice from time to time; the 
recipient was usually left confused, if not offended.

McCord shut it out the best he could. “Any more on who may 
have been behind this?”

“Well of course, John. I assumed you were already informed.”
His response stood McCord up straight. The others were made 

instantly aware that the VP had something to offer. “I’ve been told 
nothing — nothing at all.”

“Seems Brooks’s past has come home to roost.” Gibbins hung 
his words out there to see where McCord would take them, to 
test his level of knowledge. McCord had no intention of playing 
his game. Gibbins continued, “The gunman was a Colombian, a 
former guerilla rebel. He was released from a Miami prison not 
two months ago. I would have thought your people would have 
this information by now, John.”

McCord ignored the taunt. The news washed him with a 
selfish sense of relief. “He’s in custody?”

“No, John. Seems he’s dead as well.”
“Dead? Killed?”
“Yes.”
“By whom?”
“That much is still unknown. There’s a press conference in 

ninety minutes. This is strictly a police matter, but the president 
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feels it’s appropriate to address the issue, given its grand stage.”
“Yes, I suppose he’s right.”
“Of course he is. The American people can reach any number 

of absurd conclusions if the facts aren’t brought to light. I think 
you know where I’m headed.”

So there it was; even the White House shared the notion that 
McCord could somehow be tied in with the death of Glen Brooks. 
And how very convenient a few weeks of public uncertainty would 
be for Gibbins and his people. 

“I appreciate this, Richard.”
“You can thank the president.”
“I’ll do that. Thank you.” He hung the phone at his side for a 

long moment, then rested it slowly in the cradle. He turned to face 
a room full of curious eyes. 

Anna was never one to wait. “Well, John, what was that 
all about?”

“There’s a press conference this morning. They’ve found 
the killer.”
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Chapter 8

“AN IDLE MIND IS THE DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND,” an absolute 
taught to Trent Marin by his late father. It resonated time and 
again in his endless hours of captivity. He said a silent prayer for 
the sanctity of his own mind. He prayed deep and often, forcing 
the devil to pass by time and again. But the feel of his haunting 
presence remained in every evil thought, each churn of anger, 
remorse, and vengeance.

Trent thought of the people of Colombia, the people he 
had dined with and laughed with, the people he had worshiped 
with. He thought of the holy shrines and the beautiful altars and 
sanctuaries constructed by people of admirable faith, people of 
hope, people he called friends. 

Trent had shunned the secure confines afforded a U.S. diplomat, 
preferring instead to live among the locals, to learn their culture, 
to accept their outlooks and values. He had fully intended to stay 
with them well beyond his term, to make a life in this new home. 

He thought of the crowded streets and active city sidewalks, 
he thought of the good, the bad, and the unfair stereotype of a 
jungle world with rampant violence. This was not the Colombia 
he had learned to love, the people he had come to love. Mostly, he 
thought just to think. 

Trent sat on the worn, thin pad in the front corner of his eight-
by-twelve cell. Three cinder block walls connected to a six-foot 
stretch of thick, rusted bars. From his front corner vantage point, 
he could see ten or twelve feet of a hallway of cold cinder blocks, 
could hear an occasional voice. 
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Why was he really here? Why had they betrayed him? What 
had become of his own people?

He was yet to be contacted by the U.S. government — surely 
they were negotiating his release. Or were they? The passage of 
time was diminishing his hope, dwindling his spirit.

He held on tight to his faith, praying to Jesus incessantly. He 
knew a hundred verses, and a hundred Psalms. When his prayers 
of pleading failed to create hope, he recited the time-honored 
passages of his faith. Trent recited the words in a low mumble, his 
voice quivering this time. 

“Mine enemies reproach me all the day; and they that are mad 
against me are sworn against me.

For I have eaten ashes like bread, and mingled my drink with 
weeping.

Because of thine indignation and thy wrath; for thou hast lifted 
me up and cast me down.

My days are like a shadow that declineth; and I am withered 
like grass.

But thou, O Lord, shalt endureth forever; and thy remembrance 
unto all generations.”

He rocked back and forth, rubbing at a long-crusted laceration 
encircling his ankle. He rubbed until the scabs broke free and 
blood trickled lightly downward, unmoved by the shrill sensation 
of tingling pain. He rubbed the full length of the wound, mumbling 
the Psalm over and over. He rubbed at the wound not made by his 
evil captors, rather, by the very hands that were rubbing it now. 

“How much longer must I endure this cross? How much more 
can I endure?” 

He rubbed and rubbed.
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Chapter 9

IN AN HOUR’S TIME, Janelle had successfully checked off two 
high schools, a junior college, and a small-town resin manufacturer 
from the senator’s list of requests. The commitments all came 
without the slightest hesitation. The Republican front-runner in 
the presidential race was still a hot ticket, even among the pre-
pubescent Gen-X crowd — or at least among their mentors. 

Her most popular act of the hour was the successful request 
of a Starbuck’s run from one of the senator’s personal bodyguards. 
Each of the overtly stone-faced agents had softened ever so slightly 
with the news that Brooks’s death did not appear to be part of 
some larger, anti-establishment outbreak.

The staff had been watching CNN for the past thirty minutes; 
at nine o’clock sharp, the anchor cut to the White House briefing 
room, where the press secretary had already positioned himself 
behind the podium. He shuffled a few papers, then raised a solemn 
face to the crowd. 

“I will be making a brief statement regarding initial findings 
surrounding the death of Glen Brooks. Federal agents, in 
conjunction with the Central Intelligence Agency, are conducting 
this investigation. For that reason, I will ask that all gathered 
refrain from any and all questions, both during and following 
my statement.” He scanned the room to emphasize his resolve on 
this point. “A suspect has been determined in the shooting death 
of Mr. Glen Brooks. Investigators have established a credible 
match between a weapon found near Mr. Brooks’s Vermont estate 
and evidence taken from the scene. There is an unconfirmed 
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forensic link between this weapon and the suspect. The suspect 
was deceased upon discovery. Cause of death of the suspect is 
inconclusive. His identity is being withheld at this time. We 
will share this much; available intelligence has confirmed that 
the suspect is a Colombian nationalist with known ties to the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces. No further information regarding 
the suspect will be released until a full investigation has been 
completed. I will emphasize, however, that we have no reason 
to believe that the suspect was acting in any capacity other than 
as a lone assassin.” The press secretary looked up quickly, then 
collected his papers.

“On behalf of the president and all of the White House staff, 
we wish to extend our condolences and deepest sympathies to the 
family and friends of Mr. Brooks. That is all we have at this time.”

He departed abruptly amid the barrage of unanswered 
questions.

McCord held the group silent for the CNN follow-up; there 
was something still missing.

“Where is the connection between Brooks and the suspect? 
Where is the talk of Brooks’s dealings with Andres Pastrana and 
the right-wing paramilitary groups?” He looked to Anna and 
Wynan for answers.

“It’s political, John,” Wynan answered. “There isn’t enough 
information at this point for the White House to make a connection 
between Brooks’s death and the FARC. It’s very political.”

“Well, how about a connection between Brooks and an 
extradited Colombian prisoner?”

“I don’t follow.”
“Forget the FARC. This may well be a lone Colombian 

nationalist with a vendetta against Glen Brooks. There’s nothing 
political at all about that. Someone has got to remind the American 
people about Brooks’s past for all this to make any real sense. That 
press conference did nothing to squelch public unrest. The press 
will have this looking like a well-orchestrated terrorist attack by 
nightfall. We’ve been there before; we know the economic and 
social damage it creates.”
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“It also did nothing to assure your lack of involvement,” 
Wynan added.

McCord tilted his head. “That too. Time for a sound bite, crew.” 
McCord walked toward the door; two agents jumped up and 

radioed the others. No attempt would be made to stop him. John 
McCord spent the next ten minutes in front of a wall of cameras 
praising the life and times of Glen Brooks. His words were filled 
with adulation and sympathy, all cleverly formatted to allow for a 
clean segue to Brooks’s heroic efforts in the aftermath of his son’s 
death. McCord couldn’t help but wonder how many of the wide-
eyed press were hearing of the decade-old extradition trials for 
the very first time. The cameras captured every well-constructed 
word. In an hour’s time, a dozen well-chosen sound bites would 
begin educating the American people a hundred times over about 
one simple fact — the death of Glen Brooks was an act of violent 
vengeance. Nothing more. Nothing less.

�
The past twenty-four hours had passed in an instant. Janelle 

and Kinnard landed at Dulles by mid-morning and made their 
respective rounds by early afternoon. Janelle spent an hour 
briefing the D.C. campaign office on plans for the upcoming 
primary, and sharing thoughts and concerns about the historical 
twist thrust upon their mission. Kinnard participated in the rally 
as planned. 

The prior day’s event had weighed heavily over the Beltway, 
if not the nation. Strong consideration had been given to 
postponing the rally to free Trent Marin given its antagonistic 
tone in a time when unity was essential to the American spirit. 
However, be it coincidence or some yet to be established 
connection, the residency of Brooks’s alleged assassin had added 
spice to the perils of Trent Marin’s captivity. Kinnard himself was 
unable to make a clear link between the two events, but he rode 
the fervor nonetheless.

The peaceful rally proved to be little more than two hours of 
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chants and sign thumping on the Capitol steps. A small audience 
was granted a thirty-five degree spike in the capital city’s average 
February temperature, producing a modest group of federal 
workers in shirt sleeves, choosing to lunch out-of-doors and soak 
up some of the sun’s unseasonable warmth. 

The normal flood of tourist groups was nixed by the events 
of the day. The Capitol and the White House were deemed 
off-limits indefinitely, owing to national security concerns. To 
Kinnard’s dismay, not a single network found the rally to be even 
remotely newsworthy. He chalked it up to bad timing. Their daily 
logs were certainly packed with facts and fabrication of Brooks’s 
death. But all was not a loss. Kinnard’s anticipated gathering of 
fifty had more than doubled. And a remote check of newjustus.
com from an airport coffee shop had left him inspired. Nearly 
a thousand hits had come in an eighteen-hour span. Interest in 
Kinnard’s Web page was gaining momentum that would soon be 
impossible to ignore.

Janelle and Kinnard waited outside of the Equinox for Miriam’s 
impending arrival. She pulled up to valet at precisely eleven-thirty. 
Miriam greeted them both with a lingering embrace.

To their delight, the grounds were prepared for outdoor dining, 
a conversion that normally occurred in late April. Kinnard’s pewter 
ear studs and today’s addition of Persol shades with honey-yellow 
lenses received more than a few sharp looks from the upper-crust 
crowd; the deviance seemed to give Miriam a fitting charge. She 
wrapped her arm around Kinnard’s and allowed him to escort her 
through the crowd to a table prepared for three.

Janelle took in a deep breath. “We’ve got a name for days like 
this in Austin.” She scrunched her nose at Miriam. “Winter.”

“I wouldn’t trade the D.C. spring for anything, dear.” Miriam 
took in the view with a look of great contentment, then shifted 
her gaze to Kinnard and stared at him for a long moment. Her 
interest in the workings of his mind was one of both intrigue and 
admiration. Janelle moved to contain the moment and divert an 
unwelcome tangent.

“Senator McCord sends his best,” Janelle said.
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“He knows you’re conversing with the other side?” She smiled.
“He has the utmost respect for you, Miriam.”
“John’s a fine man, Janelle. I truly wish him the best, until 

November, of course.”
They shared an awkward moment. The suggestion that the 

Republican nomination was a foregone conclusion due to a horrific 
murder was a touchy topic to say the least — except to Kinnard. 

“It’s a cakewalk now.”
Janelle punched him lightly under the table. 
Miriam chuckled. “That’s OK, Janelle. Let’s not ignore the glaring 

truth. The nomination may well be the senator’s to lose at this point.”
“We’re playing like we’re behind; New Hampshire taught us 

a lesson we won’t soon forget. Besides, despite the turn of events, 
South Carolina could be very humbling.”

“You can count on it, Janelle,” she said with emphasis. “Both 
Carolina and Arizona, but no one sweeps them all. Scratch out 
what you can, then attack Michigan with a reckless abandon.” 

Janelle absorbed her mentor’s every word. The vote of 
confidence in her tone gave her a welcome shiver. Miriam looked 
long at Kinnard again; her interest in the purpose of his visit was 
brimming near the surface.

“We intend to focus on the current domestic policies and the 
ever-shrinking budget surplus,” Janelle blurted out.

The comment drew Miriam back; she guarded her look with 
the mask of confidence that she had used so successfully time and 
again in her upward climb through the U.S. justice system. She 
smiled lightly. “Surpluses remain essentially the same as they have 
been for the past six years, Janelle. The president has battled against 
an inaccurate public belief in healthy surpluses since his campaign 
four years ago. Your party’s inflated numbers didn’t work then, and 
I truly doubt that they will work this time around.” Miriam turned 
her brow upward at the conclusion of her successful volley. The 
exchange was commonplace between them, filled with purpose 
and insight, but always lighthearted.

Janelle blushed a bit at the revelation, but rallied back. “Certainly 
you won’t deny the increase made in the past three years?”
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Miriam waved her hand and let out a condescending laugh. 
“Please, Janelle, most Americans are unaware of the difference 
between budget surpluses and trade deficits. You could sell most of 
them on the benefit of a high deficit. I learned a long time ago to 
never mention the two in the same breath.” She winked at Kinnard.

“How about campaign finance reform?”
“Never an issue until a rich man wins. Then it’s too little, 

too late.”
“Defense spending?”
“Good luck running a campaign on the premise that we haven’t 

spent enough on defense. We have the best military in the world, 
why would anyone sign up for a tax hike?”

“Welfare reform?”
Miriam brought her hand to her chest and acted out the 

compassionate damsel. “Why would anyone take money from 
those precious little babies?”

Janelle shook her head in surrender. “Does the vice president 
have an Achilles heel?”

“Not so long as there are two sides to every argument, dear.” 
Janelle knew she was headed nowhere. Today’s lesson was 

simple and short — for every pro, an equal, if not contrived, 
con existed. There were no absolutes in the court of public 
opinion. The pie was only so large; someone was always served 
a smaller slice, no matter what the decision. The trick was in 
convincing the shorted that theirs was the freshest slice the pie 
had to offer. 

Miriam looked again toward Kinnard. Janelle knew her 
battle was lost. Kinnard shrugged at Janelle with an expression of 
innocence. Miriam leaned forward and tilted her head downward. 
“So, Mr. Lythe, what brings you to the capital city on this beautiful 
spring-like day?”

“The opportunity to share it with you, Ms. Larson.”
Miriam shook her head lightly. “I’m charmed. For a moment I 

thought it might have something to do with a certain rally on the 
Capitol steps.”

“That too, I suppose.”
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“Tell me, Kinnard, is it just me, or was it not once customary 
for a man convicted of a crime to pay penance for his actions?”

“Oh, it’s still very customary, Miriam. An innocent man, well 
that’s something different all together.”

“And this, I am to understand, is the premise of your rally?”
“Basically.”
“So tell me, is it the Colombian government that you don’t 

believe, or your own government’s rendition of the events?”
Both Kinnard and Janelle were stunned by the bluntness of 

Miriam’s words. While the notion of domestic deceit existed, 
neither believed it prospered beyond Kinnard’s minions. He choked 
a bit on his words, then scrambled to come off as convincing. “The 
Colombian government, of course.”

“I see. And what, exactly, do they stand to gain from 
imprisoning an innocent man?”

Kinnard’s theories had flown so freely among Janelle and the 
others, but here in front of a respected judge, the prospects seemed 
naive and somewhat baseless. He contemplated his response for a 
long moment. “There are many unknowns at this point, a lot of 
questions still unanswered.”

“But surely you must have an angle — something that brought 
you clear across the country.”

“We’re formulating several theories that are not yet ready to 
be made public. For now, our position is based on Trent Marin’s 
spotless record and impeccable character.”

“I see.”
“In addition, we believe Mr. Marin’s retention is an act of 

political grandstanding — restitution for two decades of extradition 
of Colombian nationalists.”

“That does seem justifiable, doesn’t it, Kinnard?” She didn’t 
wait for a response. “And if Mr. Marin is guilty of this act, isn’t he 
better off in Colombia than here in the states?”

“I don’t believe—” 
Miriam cut him off. “A crime of this sort routinely renders 

fifteen to twenty without a chance for parole for ten years. 
Colombia’s sentence is ten years maximum.”
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“With all due respect, Miriam, a competent defense attorney 
could turn unintentional sex with a minor into two-to-five max.”

“And how do you justify the young girl’s signs of physical 
abuse?”

Kinnard spun his head sharply toward Janelle. “I’m unaware 
of any abuse. When did this come out?” His eyes mirrored the 
distress in his voice.

“More and more becomes available each day, Kinnard. I’m 
afraid Mr. Marin’s limited public support will continue to dwindle 
as even more comes out.”

Kinnard sat shocked by the news. Janelle moved in with true 
interest. “Who are your sources?”

Miriam shifted a bit. “The Colombian Justice Department.”
“Ah, the same source that created the story in the first place,” 

Kinnard retorted.
“Yes. They’ve provided a photo of the girl to the administration.”
“They’ve provided a picture of a girl.”
“My goodness, Kinnard, do you intend to undermine each 

new bit of information?”
“Yes, as long as that information is self-serving to those that 

created this heinous lie in the first place.”
“Then you’re not dissuaded at all by this news?”
“I’m very moved. My ire has never been higher. It’s one thing 

to steal a man’s freedom, yet another to destroy his name. I’m sure 
this will cause quite a stir among the general public, but it will only 
serve to strengthen the resolve for those of us that see the light.” 

Janelle moved to lighten the tone; a look in Miriam’s eyes said 
Kinnard had just stumbled across a forbidden line. “How about 
we just enjoy our meal?” Three fresh-cut iceberg salads arrived 
on cue. “I’d love to sit in on your hearing this afternoon, Miriam. 
Sounds like a classic Benson vs. Christoff defense.”

Miriam smiled politely. “That would be fine, dear.” Clearly, her 
mind was still with Kinnard.

“Tell me, Kinnard, why would the Colombian government 
make such a rash political statement against us in the wake of our 
billion dollar show of generosity?”
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Janelle stiffened at the prospect of Kinnard sharing his far-
fetched theory.

Kinnard pursed his lips a moment then pushed forward. 
“They’re grandstanding for the rebel forces. This act of vengeance 
against the United States is a negotiating tool for President 
Pastrana’s administration in their fight over fertile land on the 
Ecuadorian border. The FARC, of course, knows nothing of the 
billion dollar aid.”

Miriam acknowledged the well thought out chain of events. 
“That would be very clever of Bogotá, that is, if they could 
successfully silence an entire administration, and explain away a 
brand new fleet of military choppers flying over head.” Miriam 
smirked at Janelle for approval. Janelle despised being thrown 
in the middle. She smiled awkwardly. “OK, dazzle me with this 
small detail. Why would Bogotá be willing to conduct peaceful 
negotiations while the FARC is executing their go-betweens?”

“You’re speaking of Justice Lara Ochoa,” Kinnard said.
“Of course. A revered member of Pastrana’s cabinet who was 

executed in military fashion.”
“The answer is simple. The FARC is not responsible for her 

death. Colombia is defined by three factions: President Pastrana’s 
administration, the Revolutionary Armed Forces or FARC, and a 
rapidly growing band of Marxist right-wing paramilitary soldiers 
known as the AUC. 

“The AUC has historically been allies with the Colombian 
government. They share a common hatred of the FARC. In recent 
years, however, their patience with the Colombian military has 
grown thin. The FARC’s presence has expanded and Bogotá has 
done little or nothing to slow them down. All the while, the AUC has 
been strengthening in numbers as well, and though their mission is 
in line with Pastrana’s, they no longer fight within the rules laid out 
by his military. Their approach is far more radical and violent. A 
peaceful negotiation is not even on their list of options.” 

Miriam had heard this theory worm its way around the 
Beltway grapevine a time or two; she knew where it was headed.

“And Justice Ochoa?”
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“Justice Ochoa was held hostage by the FARC as a means of 
turning back both Pastrana’s army and the AUC. The ploy was 
only effective on Pastrana’s men. The AUC’s code of war dictates 
that all variables of power are to be eliminated in time of conflict. 
They simply snubbed one for the sake of the many.”

“So the AUC is now as powerful as the rebel guerillas?”
“It’s believed they’ve received an immense influx of military 

funding from a non-political third party.”
“And who might be backing such a band of right-wing rebels?”
Kinnard shrugged. “That much is still unknown. Any number 

of anti-guerilla activists throughout Latin America, I suppose. 
Whoever it might be, though, can and should be held completely 
liable for the death of Justice Ochoa.” 

Miriam picked at the small cherry tomatoes on her plate, 
her expression slowly moved from antagonistic to motherly. 
“Kinnard, your spirit is truly a breath of fresh air. In all my years 
at Georgetown, I have come to accept that the pursuit of justice 
nearly always takes a backseat to the pursuit of capitalism. My 
students set out to change the world, only to give it up for the first 
offer of a company car.”

Janelle smirked at Kinnard. “It’s not altruism, Miriam. He just 
hates the dress code requirements.” 

Kinnard stroked at his twisted goatee.
“I respect your ambition, Kinnard. Truth is, I even envy it a 

bit.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “You may find it hard 
to believe, but I held a poster or two on those same Capitol steps 
during ’Nam.”

Kinnard gave a peace sign and a wide-eyed grin of approval.
Miriam’s face lost all expression. “However, I think you should 

tread very lightly on this matter. There’s much more here than 
meets the eye.” She straightened up. “Have you considered the 
notion that your efforts may actually do more harm than good?”

“I don’t see how.”
“By heightening the exposure of this matter both here and 

abroad, you may be making this more of a political hotbed than it 
already is. If Bogotá believes they can release Marin without word 
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getting out, we stand a chance at gaining his freedom. You may 
want to give that some serious thought.”

Kinnard nodded, though neither Miriam nor Janelle 
believed that he was moved by the notion. Miriam glanced 
at her watch. “Where does the time go? I’m in court in forty 
minutes. Are you two sure you want to sit through a drawn-out 
embezzlement appeal?”

“We’re justice junkies,” Kinnard said with a raised glass.
Miriam shook her head and rolled her eyes playfully. “Let’s eat 

up and get out of here.”
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Chapter 10

LOCAL INVESTIGATORS COMBED EVERY INCH of Glen 
Brooks’s Vermont estate and the surrounding countryside for 
two days, but were resigned to taking a backseat to federal 
investigators.

Bonilla’s remains had been a lucky find, stumbled upon 
by a local rancher after the body had come to rest beneath the 
road’s sightline, a fresh cover of snow aiding in the cover-up. The 
discovery of the alleged killer did little to slow the investigators’ 
pace; they simply expanded the crime scene from several acres, to 
a three-mile radius of snow-covered mountain range. 

Bonilla’s stature and attire were a match with eyewitness 
testimony of Glen Brooks’s three bodyguards, and his height was 
consistent with the length of stride measured between partially-
covered tracks found in the hillside. The most damning evidence, 
however, remained the gunpowder residue dusted from his frozen 
finger and thumb, a match with the breechblock that was pulled 
from the creek. There was little doubt that they had found their 
man. The question now was, who got to Bonilla? 

Examiners were quick to discover the tiny transmitter clipped 
inside the lapel of Bonilla’s slicker — evidence he had not been 
working alone. A preliminary connection was made between his 
accomplices and his assassins. 

Were they one in the same? 
Quite clearly, Bonilla had been used and discarded by those 

behind the killing of Glen Brooks. His fully dressed body was 
bagged and crated to D.C. for a thorough forensics study. 
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Investigators continued to cover all bases. The bodyguards 
were hammered for hours, the intensity of the scrutiny leading 
one to lash out and seek the aid of personal counsel. Grace Brooks 
was treated with kid gloves, her dedication and commitment 
to her husband of thirty years one of public record. Her short 
statement on the final moments of her husband’s life was all that 
would be asked of the grieving widow. But that would be plenty. 
The critical moments preceding her husband’s death would speak 
volumes to investigators. The cell phone that lured him onto to the 
terrace would be the most critical of all evidence. They carefully 
bagged the phone and sent it on a one-way trip to the bureau’s 
D.C. headquarters.
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Chapter 11

JANELLE PLOPPED DOWN in a welcoming seat of John 
McCord’s chartered King-Air. The senator and his wife Carol, 
Anna Morris, three Secret Service agents, and the others were 
already comfortably settled in. An hour earlier, the results of the 
South Carolina primary had been made official by every major 
network; the McCord camp didn’t intend to stick around for the 
customary galas. They left Peter Allen in their wake, and by now 
he was no doubt drowning in a sea of congratulatory praise. But 
the tide was murky and cold, and even Allen knew his victory ship 
was slowly taking in water.

The two-man crew of the twelve-seat turbine jet commanded 
McCord and the others to restrained compliance with FAA rules 
until the churning engines had lifted them to a satisfactory cruising 
speed, en route to the Tucson International Airport.

McCord slid open a wall panel as the craft planed off. He pulled 
out two chilled bottles of 1996 L’Emeritage bubbly and began to 
pour and pass until all were served. The agents declined despite 
some playful prodding. McCord raised his glass and offered a 
solemn and satirical toast.

“Ah, the sweet smell of defeat.” 
Dr. Wynan added a touch. “To the victor go the spoils — the 

defeated drink up.” Wynan empty the contents into his throat 
in a single swallow. The others gave a round of approval to the 
frat-like antic.

Janelle touched her glass to Anna’s; both were beaming. 
Twenty thousand feet below, the talking heads were dissecting 



Don McGraw

58

and analyzing the feeble two-percent margin of victory posted by 
the former POW. Not a single self-proclaimed expert had given 
McCord a shot at more than twenty-five percent of the votes in the 
veteran-sodden Palmetto State. Now they scrambled to save face 
in the aftermath of a forty-nine-to-forty-seven bell-ringer. The 
Brooks factor had been without suitable precedence; the scorned 
wore this fact as a shield in their battle for credibility. 

John McCord placed his arm around his wife and planted 
a lingering kiss on her cheek for all to see. Never had a loss felt 
more exhilarating; they basked in the successful result of their 
treacherous two-week campaign. John McCord had kept good on 
his promise to remedy the mistakes of New Hampshire; his arm 
literally ached from ten thousand handshakes.

The tabloid notion of McCord’s involvement in the death 
of Glen Brooks had become political suicide among journalists. 
Tom Jenkins had undressed the house minority leader in a highly 
watched CNN roundtable, following the slightest implication of 
McCord’s guilt. An avalanche of McCord supporters buried the 
senator and any would-be conspiracy theorists in a blanket of 
culpability. The topic was profoundly and categorically forbidden 
among all of journalistic integrity from that point forward. 

Janelle’s chin dropped involuntarily toward her chest; the 
darkened sky and the hum of the engines were creating an almost 
catatonic state. She looked toward Dr. Wynan — surely she could 
out last him.

Janelle had called Kinnard earlier in the day, seeking a vote 
of confidence for the evening’s balloting. The partisan plug 
never came, but his voice sounded good, nonetheless. Their 
meeting with Miriam, now two weeks removed, had stoked the 
embers already aglow in Kinnard’s gut. True to his prediction, 
the alleged rumor of Marin’s abusive behavior had done 
nothing but provoke the interest of thousands of underground 
conspiracy theorists that had not before entered the world of 
newjustus.com. The site was now boasting over two thousand 
hits a day, most begging for perspective, while offering their 
own far-reaching views of connivance. 
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Public sentiment was only moderately moved by the news. To 
most, Trent Marin was already yesterday’s fish wrap; his saga was 
sketchy, at best, and taking place in a world they knew little of. 

Kinnard reveled in the strategic backfire of those working 
to slow his little underworld’s pace— whoever they might be. 
A thousand hits a day pointed the finger at the obvious: the 
Colombian government. But Kinnard wasn’t yet ready to fully 
commit to that theory. His list included all three factions of the 
Colombia might, and just possibly an enemy on the local front. 
The latter was held close to the vest thus far; even Janelle wouldn’t 
hear his angle until more could be determined. 

The connection between Marin and Brooks’s Colombian 
assassin was still unclear, but not from a lack of effort. The mere 
mention of a correlation on the website had brought about a 
barrage of conjecture. Kinnard limited himself to the facts for the 
here and now. 

Bonilla and two dozen others had spent eight years in a 
Miami prison following their successful extradition. The border 
patrol’s successful confiscation of a massive shipment of cocaine 
had sealed the nationalists’ fate. The cloudy particular was that of 
Bonilla’s release date. All indicators assured that he had been a free 
man for the past two months — two years short of his ten-year 
sentence. This discernment had Parejo Bonilla returning to the 
land of his captors in short order to enact his revenge. A timetable 
that didn’t sit well with Kinnard—but what ever did? 

Janelle broke from her thoughts; her body and mind were 
begging for a harmonious retreat. Janelle looked toward Dr. 
Wynan — he was out cold. She reclined the seat and settled in for 
a one-hour nap.
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Chapter 12

TRENT MARIN EASED ALONG the cold, wet wall, quietly 
waiting his turn. He forced his eyes upward and away from the 
sight of his own naked body. But his eyes were not needed to see 
the picture of his rapidly declining condition. A once proud and 
sturdy frame was now nearly skeletal. A constant state of fear and 
hopeless depression had eroded his appetite; severe atrophy had 
beset his large muscle groups. His shoulders drooped lazily, his 
legs and buttocks bruised and flattened from endless hours on the 
thin foam pad. 

He moved one space closer to shower stall; three others lined 
the wall behind him. One before him and three behind; where 
once there were five others, now there were four. For the third 
straight washing, one had been missing, whether by release or by 
death was uncertain. Trent shamefully welcomed either resolve to 
his own endless incarceration.
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Chapter 13

JANELLE AWOKE TO THE SOUND of the private jet meeting 
the runway of the Tucson International Airport. The sunset 
on the horizon cast a golden glow through the unlit cabin. She 
scrambled to return some fluff to her matted hair; she pulled a 
small compact from her purse and performed a quick recovery 
mission on her tired eyes and pasty cheeks, just a little something 
for the inevitable cameras awaiting their arrival. To her delight, 
they were greeted by private escorts on the tarmac and whisked 
past the waiting journalists. 

Janelle sat along side Anna and across from John and Carol 
McCord. The senator clicked on the overhead dome light as 
the sun settled below the horizon. He studied Janelle for a long 
moment, followed by a smug grin.

She smiled back awkwardly. “What?”
“Just trying to remember the wide-eyed girl I met a year ago.”
She tried to blink away the remains of her nap from her eyes. 

“That girl got a lot more rest.”
“So I’m worse than law school?” he laughed.
“You’re year two all over again — with a private jet, of course.”
He gave a warm smile that oozed with confidence. Anna 

pivoted in her seat and crossed her arms on her lap; she stared at 
Janelle along with the others.

Janelle tilted her head and looked at each for a moment. 
“What’s going on here?” 

McCord traded a glance with his wife, then leaned forward 
slightly. “I’ve given a great deal of thought to what I’m about to say 
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and I don’t intend to take no for an answer.” He turned his chin up 
and looked downward at her. “I’d like you to come to Washington 
with me, Janelle.”

Janelle stiffened. No immediate response came.
“I’d like you to serve as a key consultant on my policy and 

strategy team. Your work on this campaign has been second 
to none.”

Janelle’s face was flush with shock. Anna reached over and 
clutched her quivering hands. Stephanopoulos had been hailed 
as the impossible administration wunderkind at thirty-one; she 
would follow his path, three years his junior. Her ultimate goals 
were a decade ahead of an already aggressive, self-imposed 
schedule. Her eyes welled up, Carol McCord fished a tissue from 
her purse and handed it across.

“I don’t need an answer right away; take your time to think 
it through.”

“OK”
“No rush, really; push it off until we get to the hotel if you 

need to.”
Janelle wiped her eyes and laughed along with the others. 

She did her best to collect herself, swallowed hard, and put on 
a composed face. “It would be my honor and privilege, Senator.” 
Her own words sent her back into a frazzled state.

“Don’t get too excited; we did just lose a primary.”
“We’ve lost our last primary, sir.”
“I love your spirit.”
The trio of limos eased to a stop in front of the Hotel Congress. 

Local time was a little after ten. Janelle adjusted her watch, 
something she did whenever staying in a locale more than forty-
eight hours.

Unlike South Carolina, there was precious little time to pound 
the pavement in Arizona. The primary was just two days away. 
McCord intended to use every opportunity to convey his platform 
of promises to all that would listen. A dense gathering of reporters 
cordoned outside the lobby would be the first to hear his message. 
One Secret Service agent from each limousine exited first and 
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began an immediate, robotic scan of the surroundings. Local 
authorities joined forces to keep well-wishers and journalists at a 
safe distance. John McCord was kept at bay for ten minutes before 
the limousine door was propped open. The agent Janelle and the 
others had come to know only as Jackson bent his six-foot-eight 
frame down into the opening; the transmitter clinging to his shirt 
collar crackled as if a change of plans could come in at any time.

“We’re prepared to enter, sir.” Jackson looked at him for only a 
moment, then turned his sights back on the anxious crowd. 

Janelle and Anna followed the McCord’s through a dam 
of local authorities. McCord simply hated the separation; he 
welcomed the flood of constituents. Janelle sensed their path 
would soon be diverted. 

The lobby’s centerpiece was a grand, red velvet staircase lined 
with thick burled-walnut rails. McCord stopped abruptly on the 
sixth step and pivoted back toward the crowd. Janelle watched 
as Jackson and the others spoke into transmitters and hustled to 
adjust to the unexpected act. She was all at once conscious of the 
mass of clicking camera shutters.

McCord won the gathering immediately. “They say we don’t 
stand a chance here in Arizona.” He paused a long moment to 
bait the crowd. “They also said we’d have our tails handed to us 
in South Carolina.” A wave of cheers ensued. “I’m here to tell you, 
my tail is still very much intact.” The lobby filled with roars of 
approval and support. 

McCord welcomed it for a minute, then moved to capture the 
moment for posterity.

“As I look around, I see the faces of America, men and 
women, the young, and the not so young. I see the faces of not 
just citizens, but the faces of great Americans. Hard working 
Americans that struggle each day to support strong families and 
strong communities; working hard in factories and high-rises to 
ensure not only individual prosperity, but also the prosperity of 
the greatest nation in the world. Your solemn patriotism is an 
inspiration to all.” McCord looked about at the array of smiling 
faces; he saved a final glance for the cameras.
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“As I have crossed this great land, I have looked into the faces of 
those whose hopes and dreams have slipped helplessly beyond their 
reach — and I ask, ‘Why?’ Why, in the most prosperous nation on 
earth, have so many lost hope; why have so many dreams failed to 
come true? It is time for this nation to recognize that hard working 
people are the very fiber of this great land, the very reason we enjoy 
unparalleled freedom, justice, and prosperity. It is time we get 
government back within its means; it is time to reduce unnecessary 
spending and eliminate the immense tax burden created by the 
current administration.” McCord allowed for a raucous show of 
support. In eight months of crowded lobbies and factories, Janelle 
had not felt a mood of such intensity and purpose. The senator held 
the collective spirit of the people in the palm of his hand. McCord 
raised a fist and drove home his final words. “The hopes and the 
dreams of all the American people will become the hopes and 
dreams of my administration, so help me God.”

John and Carol McCord absorbed the sounds of support for 
a moment and then waved together, before turning and making 
their way to the top of the grand staircase. They offered a final wave 
before being escorted away. McCord turned to Janelle and offered 
a deep inhale and a fatherly wink. Nothing else was needed, no 
words to be said. Something powerful had happened here tonight, 
something neither could define, but something very powerful and 
very pivotal, nonetheless. 

�
Janelle awoke at 5:00 a.m. to the piercing ring of her bedside 

phone; she picked up the receiver and dropped it back down. 
Despite her efforts, the hotel-issued alarm clock had proven to be 
slightly more difficult to program than a NASA space shuttle. She 
was now left without her favorite friend, the snooze alarm. She 
threw off the covers and fished for the remote; the blue haze of the 
television lights were sure to keep her awake. The piercing ring of 
the phone awoke her once again; she looked at the useless alarm 
clock — fifteen minutes had passed in a second.
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“Hello?”
“Good morning, sunshine. Thought you might need some 

help getting that cute little butt out of bed.”
“Do you have any idea what time it is, Kinnard?” she pushed 

herself into a seated position and leaned against the headboard.
“Seven-fifteen in Austin.”
Janelle moaned then turned on the light between the beds. “I 

guess you know my morning routine better than anyone.” 
“Not from personal experience, unfortunately.”
“You’re funny.”
“Why don’t you click on CNN? There’s some guy beating his 

chest and singing ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy.’”
Janelle flipped through twenty channels before stopping 

at a close-up of John McCord on the Hyatt staircase. She was 
awakened instantly.

“Have you heard this speech yet?” she asked. 
“Three times in the last hour. I exhibited a great deal of restraint 

in waiting this long to call.”
“It was amazing, Kinnard. Senator McCord has really found 

his voice.” 
“And a young hotty, too. The camera scans back here at 

the end.”
Janelle braced herself for the sight of her own face out there 

for ten million viewers; she held her breath for a moment, then 
there she was, for all the world to see. 

“I look pasty white.”
“You look beautiful.”
“Remind me to duck and hide next time the senator addresses 

the cameras.” She grimaced and pulled the covers up to block 
her view.

“It’s going to be a lot more of the same from here on out, 
darling.”

“I look fat.”
Kinnard had lived long enough to run full blast away from 

that observation. He redirected. “Who’s the behemoth?”
“That’s Jackson.”
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“Secret Service?”
“Yeah.”
“I’d say you’re well protected.”
“I don’t think there’s really much to worry about.”
“You never can tell what wacko is just around the corner, 

Janelle. As for Bonilla, I think you’re in the clear. Whether he was 
working alone or not is immaterial at this point. He, or they, hit 
the target; mission accomplished.”

“And what about a connection with Marin?”
“Nothing there, so far as I can tell. It’s said that he was released 

two months ago from the Miami Federal Detention Center. He 
simply came back to enact his revenge.”

“Somehow I don’t think he’s totally checked off the Kinnard 
Lythe list of potential conspiracists.”

“The list is sacred, doll face. Once you’re on, it’s tough to escape.”
“That’s what I figured.”
“Well, I’ve done my job; I better let you go.”
Janelle felt herself busting at the seams; the relationship didn’t 

allow for holding back something as significant as McCord’s offer. 
She blurted out, “McCord wants me to join him in Washington. 
He’s asked me to become a political strategist and advisor to his 
administration.”

“Wham. Hit me right between the eyes before I’ve had my 
second cup of joe. That’s huge, Janelle.”

“I know.”
“What did you tell him?”
“Yes, of course. That was right, right?”
“Of course it was right! Do you have any idea what kind of 

offer that is?”
“Yeah, sort of.”
“You’re growing up so fast, little girl. Soon you’ll leave home 

and start a life of your own. We may never see you again.” 
“Stop it. Geez, it’s so strange. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”
“You’re more than ready, Janelle. McCord’s no fool; he knows 

you’re ready, I know you’re ready, and soon the whole nation will 
know you’re ready.”
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“We have to get to Washington first, of course.”
“Oh yeah, there is that small detail.”
“Kinnard—”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for your support, not just about this, but everything 

that led up to it. You’re the best friend anyone can have.”
“Hey, I’m just looking for an inside link to the White 

House. Can you imagine how much I can uncover with a mole 
at my disposal?”

“You’re crazy.”
“Perhaps.”
“See ya.”
“Ciao.”
Janelle jumped up immediately to avoid another visit from the 

sandman. She crossed the room and drew open the curtains; the 
glow of the rising sun illuminating the city was a sight to behold. A 
strong sense of pride enfolded her. McCord’s offer was the climax 
of years of dedication and discipline, the culmination of countless 
hours spent pouring through thick law books and endless pages of 
lecture notes. She said a silent prayer of gratitude for the life that 
was unfolding before her. 

Janelle thought of the mother she had never known, the 
photographs of a beautiful, strong woman who had lived only 
long enough to see Janelle’s eyes shining back at her for a solitary 
moment. A simple clot by today’s standards had cost her a lifetime 
of loving companionship. How she longed to see her now, to share 
her joys and fears in a way that one can share only with a mother. 
Somehow she knew she was near, somewhere in the magnificence 
of the rising sun. “God was using her to paint the world beautiful,” 
her father always told her. She was smiling upon them in all her 
radiant beauty. 

How terribly hard it must have been for him to trade one love 
for another in a single day, dreams of a family dashed in an instant. 
What sort of incredible spirit and faith had been needed to rally his 
broken heart back while a crying baby was stealing every minute of 
his day? He never wavered; he loved Janelle with all his heart and 
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soul. “The Lord decides our paths,” he would say. His words echoed 
in her ears. His path had ended on her sixteenth birthday. Nothing 
tragic or traumatic, he simply never arose. She remembered his final 
goodnight kiss; a spark popped between them from carpet static. “It 
was magic every time he was near her,” he said with a wink. Those 
were the last words she would ever hear him speak. She lay beside 
him as she awaited the medics, but she knew he was already gone. 
His heart had been weak since youth; congestive heart failure was 
apparent in the edema in his ankles and calves, pitting had grown 
worse in his extremities for several years. 

Janelle spent the remainder of her high school years under 
the loving care of her paternal grandmother, but now even she 
was gone — still upon this earth, but gone, as she had known her. 
She visited her in the extended care facility nearly every week, but 
seldom did Grammy know who she was. Mostly she held her hand 
and let her know she was loved.

Janelle was never bitter; she had seen enough in her travels to 
know she had been blessed with much more than so many, however 
short that might have been. Kinnard’s own dysfunctional tribe was 
proof enough. She knew she had been dealt the better hand. 

She inhaled deeply. A powerful charge poured over her; a 
mystical presence filled the room. She would make them proud; 
she would make a difference. Someway, somehow, she would 
glorify their memories.
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Chapter 14

BILLY HOGARTH HAD BUCKED the conventional path of 
corporate accounting to follow a dream. While his Memphis State 
comrades were signing on to the likes of Arthur Anderson and 
Earnst & Young, Billy was applying for the only job he had ever 
wanted. After months of tests, Billy was now a special agent for 
the FBI — although at the moment the reality didn’t quite live up 
to the dream. 

Billy had been assigned to the Counter Terrorist Commission, 
or CTC, a post that spoke of such promise and excitement. To 
date, he had done little more than pore over an endless stack of 
financial statements, seeking out diverted funds of well-known 
terrorist support groups. The freezing of assets was a crucial tactic 
in the war on terror. 

Billy found it boring. 
He longed for more. Something more for his new bride, his 

infant son — himself. 
His government-issue sidearm had been rusting away in his 

desk drawer for nearly a year. Perhaps an accountant was destined 
for the mundane, no matter where he went. Maybe law school 
would have been the wiser choice; surely the law grads were seeing 
at least courtroom action. 

Billy plopped his massive frame onto his well-worn desk chair 
and the springs screeched their surrender. Billy had been large 
for as long as anyone could remember. “Big’uns” is what they 
called him at Memphis State, where he’d been a four-year starter 
at right tackle, All-Conference USA for three of those years. To his 
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parents’ delight, the university felt that was good enough to pick 
up his tuition tab. Hopes of the NFL were hindered by two trick 
knees and a recent onset of chronic asthma. That was just fine with 
Billy; he was where he longed to be —almost.

He spun on his chair, rolled up his sleeves, and settled in for 
what he was sure would be another temporal day of looking for 
villains in stacks of paper. A quick check of his e-mail was a last 
desperate act of hope for a diversion from the mundane. 

Bingo!
The CTC was calling an emergency meeting; the subject 

was the Brooks/Bonilla file, though little more was offered. The 
attendee list said all that was needed to know — the director, 
himself, would be making a statement.

Billy shivered with excitement. Though Director Peter Marx, 
the most revered head of the bureau since Hoover, was located 
within these very walls, Billy had yet to meet him face to face. 
In Billy’s short tenure, one truth had become very clear: Those 
who got face time with the top brass got ahead. And Billy Hogarth 
knew how to make an impression. He possessed a perfect balance 
of down-home, good ol’ boy charm and an unequivocal aura of 
intelligence that couldn’t be ignored. His daunting physical stature 
made his presence unavoidable in any setting. He rolled his sleeves 
back down and straightened his tie. He pulled a small mirror from 
his pen drawer, making certain the Pollyanna act went undetected 
by the others around him, and checked his face and hair for 
trouble. Just right. The rugged, but professional, look he worked 
hard to portray was all in order. 

Billy entered the third-floor conference room ten minutes 
early, in hopes of winning a seat with high visibility. A dozen 
promotion-seeking comrades of the CTC had beaten him to the 
punch. He assumed the last remaining chair at the end of the 
thirty-foot conference table, beneath dimmed lights. A laptop 
connected to a compact projector at the far end of the table was the 
focal point. The faces surrounding him were all very familiar; each 
member of the CTC attended all meetings, without exception. The 
requirement was considered an honor of exclusivity. The screening 
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process for inclusion in the team was exhaustive, even by FBI 
standards. Joining the ranks required a Level III background 
check conducted by a dozen agents, often lasting six months. 
Bureau lore told of extensive interviews with family members 
three bloodlines removed, and with any and all members, past 
and present, in associations ranging from recreational sports 
to fraternities. Billy cringed at the thought of the latter, but his 
inclusion in the commission assured him that his faithful brothers 
had kept some of the more torrid stories of his time at Memphis 
State in a vault of fraternal loyalty.

This was the CTC’s fourth gathering with regard to the 
death of Glen Brooks. The bureau’s Violent Crime Unit, or VCU, 
continued extensive fact-finding efforts into the homicide, but 
the Commission limited man-hours only to the exclusion of a 
possible terrorist connection. Within a week of the killing, it had 
grown apparent to the CTC that Parejo Bonilla had been acting in 
a terrorist capacity, but without guerilla support. 

The FARC denied any involvement in a plot to kill Glen Brooks. 
The bureau was inclined to buy into their response. The premise 
was simple; the FARC was plenty aware that an act of terrorism 
against the United States would warrant a deadly retaliation. 
Even the guerilla armies were not so bold as to think that their 
successes against the Colombian government had prepared them 
for the likes of the U.S. military. Further, a terrorist act of such 
proportions would not have been wasted upon Glen Brooks. 
Bonilla’s obvious personal vengeance against Brooks made far 
more sense. Like all findings and summations, this would not be 
made public until all avenues had been thoroughly investigated. A 
cautious and somewhat frightened public was far better than one 
assured and caught by surprise. The CTC was responsible solely 
for the collection of facts and the ensuing forensic work. The 
decision to inform the public of their findings would rest with the 
U.S. Attorney’s office. Loose-lipped agents had burned the bureau 
before; some wounds are not soon forgotten.

The light mumble that had grown throughout the room came 
to an immediate hush as the director entered and sealed the door 
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tightly behind him. As always, the room had been thoroughly 
swept for potential bugging devices, both baseline and remote. 
Billy and the others had received a complete inspection before 
entering, as if somehow they had lost the sterility that had been 
assured when they were patted down before entering the building 
only one hour earlier. 

Peter Marx was a narcissistically fit man of fifty-eight. His 
hair was still thick as a boy’s and possessed only minimal signs of 
graying. His face was tight and flush, as if his belt had been pulled 
two holes past comfortable. A smile had not graced his face since 
he had been appointed to his post a decade earlier; it was said that 
even that one had been coerced for the photo shoot. 

Marx flipped on the bright light of the projector without a 
word. He backed into the shadow as an agent fiddled with the 
laptop. Marx was not known to stumble around with informalities; 
he cut quickly to the issue at hand.

“Greetings.” He looked at the agent working the PC. “Please 
proceed.” A wall-sized mug shot of Bonilla projected onto the 
screen. “I want each of you to take a good look at Mr. Bonilla’s 
face.” He nodded and another digital picture appeared, this 
one a full-body shot from a distance of about twenty feet; the 
background was clearly a penitentiary. “This next series of photos 
were taken from a security video recorder within the walls of the 
Miami Federal Detention Center.” The next three slides appeared 
automatically in fifteen-second increments. “Look very closely at 
Bonilla’s posture, the hunched shoulders, the craned neck. Study 
the pictures carefully.” 

The room was deathly quiet; if a reason for the slides were 
known, it didn’t reside with Billy. He glanced around at a room of 
equally puzzled expressions.

“These pictures were taken from security footage spanning 
the year prior to Bonilla’s release.” A half dozen more pictures 
appeared; Marx allowed them to speak for themselves. “Please 
stop the slides.” The agent froze the last picture on the screen. 
Marx looked around the room with a coarse expression; he began 
to walk slowly around the table. “It is quite obvious to me that this 



Sins of a Nation

73

commission has taken a hands-off approach to this case, following 
the FARC response.” He stopped when he reached the back of the 
room. “This, of course, does not mean that Bonilla was acting 
alone. We are all aware that a vehicle was in place to speed Mr. 
Bonilla from the scene. This assures us of at least one other, but 
who? And why did he or they go to such lengths to keep Bonilla 
quiet?” A photo of Bonilla face down in the ditch appeared on the 
screen, right on cue. Marx added a sharp sting to his next words. 
“Allow me to make this very clear. The CTC will not be excluded 
from this investigation until the identities of Bonilla’s assassins 
have been determined beyond a reasonable doubt.” He let his 
words float through the room. His tone lightened considerably by 
design. “We’d look awfully foolish if Bonilla’s killers turned out to 
be FARC, now wouldn’t we?” A nervous mumble of concurrence 
flooded the room. 

Marx moved back toward the front; he spoke with his 
back turned to the group. “It is imperative that your pursuit of 
Bonilla’s assassins is in no way altered by the information I am 
about to share.” He pivoted around and was handed a plastic bag 
containing Glen Brooks’s cell phone. Marx held it high for all eyes 
to see. Each member of the CTC had reviewed the evidence list 
ad nauseam over the past two weeks; no explanation of the bag’s 
content was necessary. “Our forensic technicians received a little 
help from Ma Bell on this one; a simple star sixty-nine was all that 
was needed. Grace Brooks has stated that a call to this phone lured 
her husband out onto the terrace and into harm’s way.” He paused 
for dramatic effect. “We now know that call to have been placed 
from the Austin campaign office of Senator John McCord.” To the 
public, the connection would spell certain guilt, but a roomful of 
agents was inclined to consider conspiracy over the immediate 
summation. Marx added a morsel. “Alarm code documents 
indicate that someone using John McCord’s password entered the 
campaign office at approximately 2:00 p.m. The same code was 
used to secure the building just fifteen minutes later.” 

Billy blurted out what all were thinking, “Sounds like someone 
went to great lengths to implicate the senator.”
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Marx stared at Billy with an awkward expression; several of 
the senior agents fidgeted nervously. Billy wondered if any of them 
had ever said “boo” in the director’s presence.

“What’s your name, son?”
“William Hogarth, sir.”
The senior agents turned their expressions downward, awaiting 

the impending tongue lashing. No one was to ever interrupt the 
director, most certainly not a first-year agent. 

“Hogarth, huh?” Here it came. Marx leaned forward and 
pressed his arms against the long table. “A suspicious mind will 
serve you well at the bureau, son.” Billy nodded. The others slowly 
raised their heads; it seemed the young agent was dodging a bullet. 
Then Marx curled his brow and levied a condescending rebuttal. 
“It can also leave you looking like a fool.” He glared at Billy across 
a table of straight-faced agents. Billy knew a response was not 
appropriate; he was also quite certain that no one else would come 
to his aid. “I urge each of you to follow every lead to a definitive 
end. One never knows what else may turn up.” 

He looked again at his video stooge; he held his hand out 
to detain his next slide. “Yesterday, at approximately 6:00 p.m., 
a package was delivered to lobby security via courier. The 
identification of the courier was found to be fraudulent. The package 
was addressed to me; it contained a single diskette. What you are 
about to see has been thoroughly inspected for authenticity by our 
forensics lab.” He lowered his hand and nodded. A picture came 
on the screen. Senator John McCord stood before them in clear 
view; the renowned Texas tower dominated the backdrop, but the 
foreground told the real story. John McCord was shaking the hand 
of a man that matched the previous photos of Parejo Bonilla — the 
hair, the height, the posture, even the craned neck, as the director 
had so called it. Their eyes were locked in a moment of purpose. 
Marx let it stand without comment. He nodded, and another 
image was thrown onto the screen, this one more damaging than 
the first. McCord was handing a yellow postal envelope to Bonilla, 
which he seemed to be gratefully receiving. The third and final 
photo was by far the most damaging, even worthy of a gasp from 
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the sound-conscious senior agents. McCord’s expression was 
solemn; his demeanor appeared something less than collected. His 
attire was a striking gray pinstripe, his right arm at full extension, 
his hand clutching a wad of green and handing it to the extended 
grasp of Parejo Bonilla. Marx finally spoke.

“Let me remind you that Mr. Bonilla was a free man for less 
than two months. These photos either fall in that window of time, 
or they are eight years old. Nothing in between.” He nodded again. 
A photo of McCord in the same gray pinstripe appeared. “This 
was pulled from MSNBC files just this morning. This photo is two 
days old. The senator is quite well off. Do you suppose he wears the 
same suit for nearly a decade?” Marx was bending his own rule of 
moving beyond mere fact finding to connecting the dots. The tactic 
eliminated potential oversights and original deduction and directed 
fresh eyes to a biased end. A maneuver far below the standards of 
the director. His tactic, of course, would go unquestioned. 

Billy had a dozen questions banging around inside his head. 
Certainly the others did as well; at least, they should. He bit his 
lip hard. He had learned his place the hard way already. The 
questions racked at his brain. Why would someone have sat on 
these pictures for this long? Who was able to catch the senator in 
what was sure to have been private and guarded moments? The 
answer was chilling. Could it be someone from inside his own 
camp? The answer brought back the first question — why wait so 
long? What was so significant about coming out now? His mind 
moved to those with motive. Perhaps this was some sort of setup 
by Peter Allen? No. That was far too elaborate, and it also meant 
Allen put the hit on Brooks. That was counterproductive. 

Gibbins? Even less rational.
Then how about the obvious? Could the revered senator truly 

have arranged a hit on Glen Brooks? Surely not, but the evidence 
was damaging as hell; Billy couldn’t deny that. But there was 
something out of place. Something from the least powerful of the 
three photos. The Texas tower — the heart of the University of 
Texas campus — a renowned landmark keeping watch over their 
private exchange. The tower had not been a distant mark in the 
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landscape; it was looming high above, so near, in fact, that the top 
had been cropped from the photo. Clearly the tower was within a 
block or two from McCord and Bonilla. Billy was not intimately 
aware of the layout of UT, but simple logic put them in the heart 
of the Austin campus. 

Billy knotted his brow in thought. So here we have a highly 
exposed presidential candidate, embroiled in a modern-day 
campaign that landed his face on every network and newspaper 
in the land on a daily basis, choosing to meet with a would-be 
assassin on what was sure to be a bustling campus sidewalk.

Marx ended his short avalanche of damning evidence with 
strong emphasis on protocol. The information was to be regarded 
with the highest level of confidentiality. A leak of any sort would 
be thoroughly investigated; the source would not only be in need 
of gainful employment, but would be seeking such with a criminal 
mark upon his résumé. Phase II would occur by morning, when 
the U.S. Attorney’s office would see the photos for the first time. 

The CTC debriefed for thirty minutes after Marx departed. 
The senior agents rambled on, once again emphasizing the high 
level of security surrounding the information. A few sets of glaring 
eyes were reserved for Billy, or so it seemed. How pathetic, he 
thought. Billy was a respectful, God-fearing southern boy, full of 
ma’ams and thank you’s, but respect was a product of admiration, 
not fear. Billy was filled with respect for the director, but he feared 
only God, and occasionally Mama. He would not become like the 
others. The session ended without a single directive and no areas 
of pursuit. At least no assigned areas of pursuit. Billy had several 
of his own questions that still needed answers and he dreaded the 
return to the ever-growing paper stack. The director had given 
Billy a retreat from the mind numbing mundane. He didn’t intend 
to let it die here.
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Chapter 15

TRENT MARIN SLID BACK the hard metal meal tray affixed to 
the door of his iron cage. The scrape of metal on metal resonated 
down the full length of the hall. Then there was complete silence. 

He settled down on the thin foam pad in his cell’s front corner, 
hoping to catch sight of something down the long cinder block 
tunnel. But he knew better by now. There was nothing there, 
nothing but cold, porous cinder blocks. 

His rations were delivered three times daily, the same time 
each day, or so it seemed. He had no real means of knowing for 
certain. His bowels had been his measure of time, always stunningly 
predictable. But even that clock had expired. He was now pushing 
back two unfinished trays a day. His body required so very little. 
Or perhaps his mind was shunning all means of sustaining life. 

He said a silent prayer, then closed his eyes to transport himself 
beyond the prison walls, allowing himself to commemorate his 
final days of freedom. He needed desperately to fill the gaps of 
time in those final turbulent days — to piece together the reason 
for his endless captivity. 

He inhaled long, full breaths of the cool, dank air, then slowly 
slipped into a comforting catatonic state, a self-taught art he had 
perfected in his boundless hours of captivity. The first recollection 
threatened to stir his tranquility, but he had been here before; he 
knew how to separate the external from his inner harmony.

A rumble rolled through the embassy hallway; the door of his 
small office came crashing down upon him. They were on him in 
an instant, three, maybe four, all dressed in battle fatigues with 
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military firearms hanging from their sides. The memory was vivid 
this time, the sounds, the fear. Perhaps the clarity would bring 
sense to the clouded gaps in time. 

They rendered him defenseless with a crushing blow to the 
base of his neck. They attacked mercilessly, pinning him to the 
floor and pummeling him with repeated blows to the head. Then 
there was the excruciating pain, the sharp needle of a syringe 
entering his side. Then the horror was over. 

The clouded gap was no clearer now than a hundred times 
before. The syringe, then hot lights shining down upon him as he 
lay strapped to a bed in a makeshift infirmary. The syringe, a blur, 
and then the infirmary. Time and time again, always the same. He 
thought this time would be different; so many answers lay hidden 
in that gap in time.

He reviewed what he did know.
The months leading to his capture had been tumultuous. It was 

no secret that the Burns administration had floundered miserably 
in their attempts to slow the import of Colombian narcotics. The 
Drug Enforcement Administration was helpless against a growing 
network of homeland importers. Federal funding earmarked for 
DEA consumption had allegedly been misappropriated. A joint 
House-Senate judiciary committee was formed to investigate 
the improprieties. It appeared to many that some had lined their 
coffers at the expense of the DEA. And the president himself could 
not be excluded from that list. 

The result was an emaciated border patrol unable to patch 
the growing holes in the southern perimeters and gulf regions. 
President Burns scrambled to recover, then the power of the office 
took hold. A billion-dollar congressional aid packet was granted, 
despite the ongoing investigation. 

Trent stopped the spinning reel in his mind. He moved 
slowly through the coming days. A growing suspicion could not 
be ignored. 

Bogotá had received them with open arms. Trent and an 
entourage of others accompanied Burns as the Colombian people 
regaled them in a display of unmatched splendor. Their gratitude 
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was deep and heartfelt. It seemed the FARC had been dealt its 
greatest blow. The packet contained a fleet of twenty AH-64 
Apache helicopters, two dozen M24 Chaffee armored tanks, and 
fifty Polaris A1 ballistic missiles. 

But had Bogotá seen it all?
Burns’s greatest hurdle in his plea for congressional aid had 

been the growing lack of confidence in the Colombian military. 
Time and again, U.S. funding had been wasted in the hands of the 
Colombian military. The FARC had continually held them at bay 
with little more than ground forces and antiquated KA-50 Russian 
choppers. Why would this time be different? 

It wouldn’t.
Most certainly President Burns and his administration knew 

it as well. The only progress in the seemingly never-ending battle 
against the FARC had been made, not by Bogotá, but rather, the 
rapidly growing Marxist group known as the AUC. 

The suspicion that Trent had held on to for the length of his 
captivity was now coming together. 

In the weeks following the release of the aid packet, the 
AUC had levied a devastating attack on the FARC’s stronghold 
on the Ecuadorian border. The battle had been lopsided and 
bloody. The FARC death toll was immense, several thousand 
in a single attack. The historically antediluvian AUC army had 
attacked by air with a military might unlike anything the FARC 
had ever seen. 

Had President Burns once again misappropriated funds? Had 
Burns diverted a generous portion of the aid packet to the AUC 
in his desperate attempt to slow the FARC drug lords and their 
immense import of narcotics? Had he supported an army listed 
on the United States terrorist list?

Of course he had. 
Trent struggled to remain disconnected from the charge that 

was running through him. What backlash must Burns be enduring 
from the American people for an act of such epic stupidity? 

He who provides the sword holds condemnation for the blade’s 
viscid outcome.
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Burns put rod, staff, and sword into the hands of viscous 
outlaws, outlaws that butchered a messenger of peace. What wrath 
must Burns be enduring for the death of Justice Lara Ochoa? What 
unmatched public scrutiny had his administration fallen under? 
The act was reprehensible, worthy of impeachment. Was Burns’s 
legacy forever marred by his actions in Colombia?

The effect on Bogotá was devastating. This single 
ostentatious act had most certainly stripped the Colombian 
people of what little civility and security remained in their 
war-torn lives. Had Bogotá taken a lone U.S. envoy as an act of 
retaliation for Burns’s idiocy?

Trent pondered the notion for a moment; it made little sense, 
in light of the years of U.S. support. But a lingering thought far 
more chilling than the first overcame his circumspection. 

It was the FARC that had suffered the greatest blow from 
Burns’s actions. Trent shivered at the thought. Was he a prisoner 
of the FARC in an undisclosed location deep in the Colombian 
jungle? A political negotiating tool, much like Justice Ochoa? 

“My God,” Trent mumbled. The trance was broken; the 
revelation too real to be contained by a yoga mind trick. Lost in 
the Colombian jungle. 

If only he knew for sure what had happened between the 
needle and infirmary, where exactly he had been taken. So many 
questions remained, but only one determined Trent’s fate. Who 
would find him first, his own people or the warlords of the AUC?
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Chapter 16

THE ARIZONA DAILY STAR hit Janelle’s hotel room door with 
a thunk.

“Hold on Kinnard, I’ve got to see this.”
Janelle grabbed the paper from the hallway and quickly tucked 

back inside. She jumped back on the bed and scooped the receiver 
in one fluid motion. She laid the paper out in front her.

mccord takes arizona in a landslide

She read the headline aloud.
“Looks like your man is unstoppable now,” Kinnard said.
Janelle browsed the small captions beneath the array of 

colored photos. McCord beamed with confidence in the arms of 
a growing tide of supporters. “Do you have the Statesman yet?

“Got it.”
“Save a copy for me. I’ll give it to my grandkids one day.”
“And they’ll see what Grandma looked like in her prime.”
“Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes. Nice departure from the ‘bedhead’ look.”
“How is it?”
“Big.”
“Oh, God.” Janelle felt a warm blush fill her cheeks.
“The Statesman’s going to make you a home town hero before 

this is all over.” 
“Above or below the fold?”
“Above, front and center. Janelle Harcourt, member of John 
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McCord’s campaign staff and Austin native, reacts to Senator 
McCord’s landslide victory over Republican challenger Peter Allen.”

“Reacts?”
“Yeah, looks like the home team just kicked the winning field 

goal — arms extended, mouth opened wide…”
“You’re kidding, right?” Kinnard let it linger for a moment. 

“Kinnard?”
“Yes, I’m kidding. You look fabulous, doll face.”
“Jerk.”
“Since when are you so image conscious?”
“I’m not. It’s just a silly little thing, that’s all.”
“How so?”
“It’s strange, but I still have a vivid memory of that lanky 

adolescent with a mouthful of metal in a thousand photos. Dad 
showed them to everyone. I just keep thinking the camera’s going 
to see through the years and find that girl again.”

“She was cute; I was there, remember?”
“Cute for twelve, not twenty-seven.” Janelle opened the paper 

to read beneath the fold. There at the bottom was the article they 
all knew couldn’t be avoided. The headline said it all.

brooks’s absence spells success for mccord

“It’s true, Janelle. But even that factor can’t account for a 
fifty-eight to forty-two drubbing. McCord won head on in 
what should have been a resounding victory for Allen. Brooks 
will be long forgotten by the fall. And trust me, your man will 
still be campaigning.”

“Super Tuesday is just two weeks away. If we get the four-state 
margin of victory the pollsters are predicting, the convention will 
be nothing more than a formality.” Janelle stretched out on her back, 
letting her head fall over the edge of the bed; she was talking to 
Kinnard like a sorority sister. She wondered how many girls were 
lucky enough to find a true male companion, someone to whom she 
could tell all, without the added mess that went along with intimacy 
and phony promises. A true and honest exchange on most every 
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issue, without the fear of scaring the other away. But Janelle was not 
so naive as to overlook the possibility, however small, that Kinnard 
harbored some sentiment of desire beneath his compadre veneer. 
Despite his decades of unconditional and platonic love, he was still 
one of them — that other gender, the ones that slipped helplessly 
into a state of delusional behavior in the presence of a target mate. 
To date, he had kept his actions in check, but she couldn’t help but 
notice the subtle undertones, a difference in his glances, and an 
increase in his references to “the Pact” — a solemn agreement made 
between them in their early twenties, following a mutual string 
of bad relationships. The Pact was a promise to give it a whirl if 
they both hit twenty-nine unattached. The day of reckoning was 
now just a little more than thirteen months away. She had heard 
something in his voice, or so she thought, when she mentioned her 
pending appointment in D.C. Twenty-nine would come and go two 
thousand miles apart. Perhaps fate was playing a hand in keeping 
their relationship where it should be. 

Janelle held the paper over her head and fanned through the 
pages; she found two more articles acknowledging the obvious 
impact that the “Brooks Factor” had on the race. Before now, the 
connection had been nearly as taboo as the link between McCord 
and Brooks’s assassination. It appeared the unwritten ban had 
been lifted; she wondered if the more serious link would suffer a 
new round of attacks. 

Janelle had been mumbling some of the racier statements. 
“Sounds like a left-wing conspiracy. Any connection between 

the journalists?”
Janelle hadn’t even noticed the sources. She was quick to 

see where Kinnard was headed. “They’re all national syndicates, 
courtesy of the Washington Post.”

“Seems the Hill intends to stir up a little controversy 
before March.”

“I don’t see any implications at all regarding McCord’s 
involvement in Brooks’s death,” Janelle returned.

“Of course not. That issue is still off limits until something 
tangible is brought out.”
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“And of course that will never happen.”
“Unless contrived.”
“Things dying down on the Marin imprisonment? Sounds like 

you’re looking for another controversy.”
“The site is red hot, thank you. Anyway, I don’t go looking 

for trouble, I just keep my eyes and ears open. Whoever’s paying 
off grunts at the Post is taking this one step at a time. First you 
resurrect the issue of motive, then you go in for the kill. Everyone 
knew that McCord would probably do better with Brooks out of 
the picture. Now it’s crystal clear just how damaging he was.”

Janelle mumbled a half-hearted response, her eyes still 
searching the Daily Star; she was looking for anything to circumvent 
Kinnard’s dark deductions and far reaching summations. He 
halted on his own. “When are you coming back to town?”

“I fly into Bergstrom tomorrow night. We gonna hook up?”
“If you’re lucky.”
There it was again. “If you’re lucky.” The tone was different, 

slanted in some way. The little quips were always followed with 
awkward silence, however short. They never had that before. If 
you’re lucky? Surely he could hear his own words. Kinnard had 
a silver tongue; he chose his words with the grace and wit of a 
polished politician. He would never allow a “lucky” to slip out 
unintended. The whole thing made her uneasy, but then again, 
some small part of her wasn’t totally ready to squelch it entirely.

Janelle did well to come across sanguine. “Name the place, I 
get in at seven.”

“I’ll be at your door at eight. Red roses or white?”
Arrggh. Stop it, stop, stop. Slow down, just a bit; slow down a 

bit, a little bit.
“Yeah, see you then.”
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Chapter 17

BILLY SLAMMED DOWN THE PHONE a second before 
it started to ring. What was he thinking? He couldn’t simply 
place a call to the Miami Federal Detention Center from his 
desk phone. If something was awry surrounding the timing of 
Bonilla’s release that meant that someone was going to great 
lengths to deceive the masses. Someone who was, no doubt, far 
better at covering his bases than Billy was. He shook his head 
at his own stupidity.

Billy pulled his cell phone from his desk drawer and retreated 
down the hall; it was time to go for a little walk. He headed out 
unnoticed, save for the fact that he was the only one not bundled 
for the Beltway’s return of frigid temperatures. A five-minute 
phone call would be nothing for Billy.

An automated voice came on the line and he pushed one for 
English. It would take four more options before a real live voice 
came on the phone.

“Corrections,” was all she said.
Billy stumbled a bit. “Yes, I’d like to obtain release documents.”
Without a word the phone rang again. 
“Inmate Records.”
Billy had done a little homework in preparation. “I’m interested 

in obtaining the release documents of John Hatch.” Hatch meant 
nothing to him; he was merely a petty theft career criminal that 
Billy had stumbled upon while researching the Miami Herald. 
Hatch had been released on parole a month earlier; Billy was just 
checking what he could get away with. The voice on the other 
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end of the line said nothing; after the pause, her response was 
disheartening. 

“Those documents are only available with the inmate’s 
authorization.”

Billy considered taking on the identity of John Hatch; what 
did he have to lose? But he knew so little of Hatch; he’d be foolish 
to blow his credibility on his trial run. So what was he to do? It was 
meaningless to chase down John Hatch just to test the system, and 
Bonilla’s authorization would require a psychic medium. He tried 
the seemingly ridiculous.

“Can you just tell me when Mr. Hatch was released?”
“Hold on.” Billy kept walking to fend off the bitter cold. 

The street noise picked up as he moved east on Pennsylvania. If 
the cold didn’t succeed in hindering his little investigation, the 
raucous of the D.C. traffic might. He tucked into the lobby of a 
small cafe to await what was sure to be a useless response. “Sir, 
are you still there?”

“Yes.”
“Mr. Hatch was released from custody on January 10 of this year.”
Just like that? If you ask you shall receive?
“Thank you,” Billy responded with renewed vigor. This was 

going to be easier than he imagined. He took in a deep breath 
before proceeding with the main act. Billy found himself caught 
up in a gathering of breakfast diners awaiting tables, he gave the 
“one minute” signal to a young hostess who tossed back her head 
with a curt moan and moved on to someone else. He turned his 
back to the crowd for the next request. “I’ve got one other name 
here. Let’s see here, last name Bonilla, first name Parejo.” The 
charade sounded as contrived as it felt. 

“Please hold.”
The long hold was now expected; he awaited her return, but 

it never came. A male voice filled the line; his tone was sharp 
and short.

“Can I help you, sir?”
“Yes, I’m looking to clarify the release date of a Parejo Bonilla.”
“Who is calling?”
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“My name is John Penick.” Billy had used the alibi a hundred 
times before for any number of reasons; he thought everyone 
should have a quick-response alibi. Penick had been an attorney 
seeking legal documents, a doctor requesting medical records, 
and all the way back to its origin of estranged uncle letting the 
principal know that little Billy was out sick. The alibi gave him 
a rush of courage that didn’t exist with the exposure of his true 
identity. “Is there a problem?”

“Who are you with, Mr. Penick?”
“I’m not sure that matters. This is a matter of public record, 

is it not?” 
“I simply asked who you are with.”
“Winston, Whitley and Penick. We’ve been retained by Mr. 

Bonilla’s next of kin to handle his domestic holdings.” Billy hoped 
to God he wouldn’t need more than that.

“I’m not certain how this could be of any significance.”
“It’s a matter of probate; details are essential.” 
“Well, I’m sorry, but that information has been sealed.”
“Sealed?”
“Yes, sealed.”
After a year with the bureau, Billy knew all about sealed, 

confidential, and classified. Locking down public information was 
not done half-heartedly. 

“By what authority?”
“The information is sealed, Mr. Penick. That’s all I have 

to offer.”
Billy turned it up a notch; the volume brought unwanted 

attention from the café crowd. He pushed his way back outside. 
“This information is public domain; I should hope your facility is 
aware of the ramifications of sealing public information.”

“We have authority, I assure you.”
Billy feared he was headed nowhere; his present approach 

would soon earn him a dial tone if he wasn’t careful. Maybe he 
could back him into a response.

“Look, we know Bonilla was released within the past ninety 
days; can you help us narrow it down to a two-week period? Surely 
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that won’t cause any torrential uprising.” Just verify his release, 
give me something.

There was a slight hesitation of hope, then, “Mr. Bonilla left 
our facility nearly two months ago. Beyond that, all details have 
been sealed.”

“Left your facility or was released?”
“I’ve said all I intend to say. The information is sealed.”
Billy’s voice raced, “Was Bonilla formerly released?”
The man hung up abruptly.
Billy slapped his cell phone closed in a huff. He needed to think 

this through. From the start, the timetable of Bonilla’s release and the 
death of Glen Brooks did not sit well. Protocol dictated that extradited 
prisoners were given a one-way flight back to their homeland and 
systematically exiled for eternity. The notion that Bonilla would have 
both the motive and the know-how to return to the States in that 
short period of time was far-reaching. How, then, did Bonilla show 
up in those damning photos with John McCord? Then there was 
that glaring and impossible convenience. How terribly convenient 
for John McCord was the release of the archenemy of Glen Brooks 
in the most pivotal time of the campaign? And what about Bonilla’s 
fellow drug lords? Why had they not been granted early release? 
Was it possible that Bonilla had never become a free man? Had he 
been working on a temporary pass when he gunned down Glen 
Brooks? But a pass issued by whom? John McCord didn’t wield that 
type of influence. 

Billy entered the bureau’s lobby; he flashed his credentials as 
he passed through the security arch. Two guards passed wands up 
and down his large frame. 

He considered what he knew and what was left to prove. Logic 
decreed that John McCord could not be held as a reasonable suspect 
if Bonilla had never been sent back to Colombia. Determining that 
fact as absolute would not be easy. It seemed the cloak of secrecy 
had already been spread across the obvious sources. But there was 
one other source he hadn’t yet considered until this very moment. 
A source more reclusive than all the others. Billy just had no idea 
where to begin. 
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Chapter 18

JANELLE’S EYES GREW HEAVY on the short drive from Bergstrom 
to downtown, but the majestic sight of the illuminated pink granite 
capitol building gave her a fitting charge; her destiny was all around 
her. She fished in her purse for her keys as she walked down the 
long hallway leading to her third floor loft; she could think of 
nothing more than a long bath and a good book. But plans with 
Kinnard were already made. Perhaps she could sell him on a video 
and a plate of jalapeno nachos while she slowly drifted off. How she 
hoped the promise of roses had merely been a catty line.

She prepared herself for the mess she had made in her final 
moments before departure — an ironing board, a few outfits strewn 
fitfully across the couch, and a basket of unfolded towels, if she 
remembered correctly. What she was certain she hadn’t done was turn 
the couch to face the door. She stepped back at the sight. A yellow 
manila envelope stood upright on the center cushion. She froze in 
place. Was this Kinnard’s version of roses? He had the only spare set of 
keys, but he had never before entered without her consent. A shudder 
of fear ran through her; she backed into the doorway.

“Kinnard?” She repeated the call three times, each time 
getting no reply. Dare she enter and grab the envelope? Whoever 
had placed it there was leaving no chance for it to be missed. 
She reasoned: attackers didn’t leave messages. They hid behind 
curtains and in back rooms. Janelle slid along the inside wall 
toward her coat closet. She pulled a can of mace from the shelf. 
She moved to the couch and grabbed the envelope. The outside 
lent no indication whatsoever of the contents. She carefully bent 
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back the thin metal clasps. The flap was not sealed; she flicked it 
open at arm’s length, then shook the contents onto the couch. A 
letter and a damning photograph lay before her. 

Janelle’s fear was overridden by confusion. John McCord 
stood face-to-face with Parejo Bonilla. She caught herself lost in 
a vulnerable state; she looked about, then backed again toward 
the door. She studied the photo authentication. She had nearly 
forgotten the letter clasped in her right hand.

Janelle,
Meet me at 6th and Congress. Now. 
Come alone. 

“Welcome back.”
Janelle’s heart skipped a beat. “Kinnard,” she exhaled forcefully.
Kinnard stood in the doorway. “You’re white as a ghost.” He 

looked down at the photo hanging by her side, then at the couch. 
“What’s going on here?”

“I don’t know.”
“What’s that?”
She clutched the photo in both hands and held it at eye’s view. 
“What’s this all about?”
“I haven’t a clue.”
“Is that Bonilla?”
“Yes.” Her voice was distressed.
“Let me see that.” He stared hard at her as he took the photo. 

“Where did you get this?” He studied the photo, the faces, and 
the UT tower.

“It was here when I entered.”
“Someone broke in?”
“Yes. This was with it.” She handed him the note.
“Is this some sort of joke?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“Meet me now? He knew exactly when you’d arrive home?”
That detail hadn’t yet struck Janelle. “That means I was 

being watched?”
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Kinnard let the question answer itself. “Well, you’re not 
meeting with this lunatic, let’s be certain about that.”

Janelle offered nothing.
“Janelle. . .”
Still nothing.
Kinnard shook his head. “Well, you’re not meeting him alone.”
“My God, Kinnard, can it really be true?” Her eyes were 

searching, hoping for insight.
“Keep this in perspective. You don’t know a thing yet.”
Janelle looked long at the photo, looking as if she might break. 

“This can’t be real. It just can’t.”
Kinnard’s head spun with questions. “When do you suppose 

this was taken?”
Janelle pursed her lips and looked downward in thought. 

“There’s about a two-month time period between his release and 
his death; anytime in there.”

Kinnard nodded. “Let’s assume the worst for a moment. When 
did Brooks become a clear threat to McCord?”

“He’s been a factor since the start.”
“I don’t care about factor, Janelle. When did he become such a 

nuisance that he had to be snubbed?”
“I’ll play along, but I don’t like the game. The “Brooks Factor,” 

as the press likes to call it, came to the forefront in the New 
Hampshire primary.”

“And Brooks has been dead for about three weeks”
“Give or take.”
“Then our window of time just went from two months to a 

matter of days.”
“That makes sense to me.”
“Now tell me that McCord was far, far away from Austin 

during those days.”
Janelle’s look went sullen. She shook her head with dread.
“Tell me that you were with him at all times during that period.”
“This isn’t helping.”
“Tell me you knew his whereabouts during daytime hours.”
“Stop. You’re making this worse.” 
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“What do you remember about that time?”
Janelle let out a troubling groan; she ran her hands through 

her hair. “I don’t like what I remember. McCord met with us early, 
then gave us the day off. That was the day that you and I met at 
MoJo’s. The day Brooks was killed.” Her voice trailed off.

“Don’t be too disheartened. Brooks was killed in Vermont.” 
He held up the photo. “This photo is here in Austin.”

“Then it’s impossible?” 
“Sorry. Still possible. And, of course, we also have to contend 

with the possibility that McCord met with Bonilla weeks earlier 
and was keeping him on retainer just in case he needed him.”

“All right, stop it; stop it now. There’s a reasonable explanation 
to all of this. That photo is a fake and I’m being played for a fool. 
There’s just no way on this earth that John McCord could be tied 
into all of this. No way!” Her eyes began to well up. “There’s no way, 
Kinnard.” Tears began to flow; her words became barely audible. 
“There’s no way, right, Kinnard? Tell me there’s no way.”

He pulled her close and held her tight. “Let’s keep this in 
perspective.” He kissed the top of her head, then backed away and 
looked into her weary eyes. “There are a ton of questions that need 
to be answered, like why you and why now for starters.”

Janelle rubbed her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “I’ve got 
to get a hold of myself.” She inhaled deeply and shook her head. 
“I’m sorry.”

“No apology needed. This is quite a welcome home packet.”
“So, what now?” She looked as if a light just came on. “I’ve got 

an appointment with this guy.”
“So do I,” Kinnard said with a tilt of the head.
“He wants me alone, Kinnard. What if he sees you and doesn’t 

come forward?”
“He won’t see me. There’s any number of people lingering 

on the corner of Sixth and Congress at this time of night. It’s not 
exactly a remote spot. I’ll keep at a comfortable distance, but if he 
lays a hand on you, I’m all over him.”

“We don’t even know which side of the street to go to.”
“We’ll circle until he finds you. I’ll stay kitty-corner at all times.”
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“This is creepy. I’m just supposed to wander around until this 
guy finds me?”

“Or woman, let’s not rule that out.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter; it’s their job to find me.”
Kinnard intended to make the most of his involvement. 

“You’ve got a camera, right?”
“Yes, around here somewhere.”
“Let me try to get a shot of this guy.”
“Be discrete. I don’t want him running off before I learn all I can.”
The corner of Sixth and Congress, in the shadow of the 

Capitol dome, is where commerce and culture collide. Suits 
and theatergoers mesh with street urchins and vagrants along 
cobblestone sidewalks in a display of rare harmony. The onset of 
nightfall tilts the balance toward hippiedom and street art. 

On this night; three pickers press against the century-old 
Littlefield Building, working through an impromptu version 
of “Peace Train”; a crippled soldier in threadbare fatigues reads 
poetry to a small gathering of well-pierced freedom fighters; a 
gray-haired preacher in a mid-riff toga rebukes the devil with 
shouts of salvation.

Warm, perennial breezes gently sift through live oaks and 
flap festival banners hung on ornate streetlights up and down 
Congress. The architecture is a mix of twentieth century 
practicality and a display of the city’s push for reformation over 
implosion. Hundred-year-old structures with wrought iron 
balconies extruding from proud turrets grant a quaint charm to 
the city’s epicenter.

Janelle and Kinnard made the five-minute walk together, then 
separated a block short of their destination. The crowded streets 
and passing bike patrols put curiosity ahead of anxiety, despite the 
cover of darkness. 

Janelle headed east across Congress toward a bus stop stationed 
in front of an eighteen-story wall of glass. Kinnard meshed with 
a gathering of musicians outside an all-night bakery. Both stayed 
put for nearly five minutes, then moved to the next respective 
corner; the cycle continued for three full passes. Their eyes met 
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for a fleeting moment across the intersection, with a subtle shrug 
of the shoulders from both.

Janelle settled onto a park bench in front of the bus stop, 
resolved to wait it out. A vagrant waved a copy of the Homeless 
Gazette in front of her. She dug out a dollar and handed it to him 
with a smile. He nodded and sat down beside her. Janelle placed 
the paper on her lap and scanned the cover. Across the way, 
Kinnard was content with her momentary safety — as long as she 
remained on the bench. Janelle wagged her head slowly; he read it 
as confirmation of her safety. 

On the half-hour, the smell of diesel fuel from the Capital 
Metro bus broke her from her trance. The powerful hiss of the 
hydraulics brought the vehicle to a roaring stop in front of her. 
The door opened with a shrill clap; the driver stared at her through 
glassy eyes. Janelle searched the length of the well-lit interior; 
a middle-aged man with a ponytail of long, gray hair made his 
way from the rear. The vagrant seated beside her moved quickly 
from the bench and entered the bus; the other exited and assumed 
the vacant seat beside her; he held an envelope in his hand. His 
resemblance to the vagrant was uncanny — the long, gray hair, 
pocked complexion, and long protruding nose. The door hissed 
closed and the bus pulled away. Janelle turned and looked into 
coal black eyes. 

“Look straight ahead, Janelle,” he said calmly.
She turned away. “Who are you?”
“My identity is meaningless to you.”
She turned toward him.
“Look straight ahead!” His tone sharpened considerably. “Do 

not turn to look at me at any time or Kinnard gets hurt.”
“Kinnard. . .?”
“I told you to come alone, Janelle.”
She squirmed, uncertain how to respond.
“Open the Gazette.”
Janelle sat puzzled for a moment, then thumbed through the 

paper in her lap.
“Pull out the inserts.”
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She pulled out two more photographs of McCord and 
Bonilla. She could feel the man watching her reaction; seeming 
to enjoy it.

“Where did you get these?”
“I took them myself.” He let the revelation stand for a long 

moment. “I am not the enemy, Janelle. Parejo Bonilla was my 
friend.” Janelle now recognized a hint of Spanish dialect in his 
words. “McCord hired Parejo to kill Glen Brooks in exchange for 
his early release.”

“John McCord doesn’t have the authority to release prisoners.”
“Connections are more powerful than authority, Janelle. John 

McCord is better connected than you can possibly imagine. When 
Parejo refused the offer, McCord threatened his life.”

“You’re lying!” 
“I wish I was. Parejo could either kill his known nemesis, or 

be tortured inside prison walls. He was quite certain he was a dead 
man either way.” 

Janelle felt as if she might vomit. She caught sight of 
Kinnard; he looked back for only a moment. Content, he 
turned away. 

“Parejo knew his involvement would render an open and shut 
case. That didn’t sit well with my friend. If he was going to die, 
McCord was going down with him.”

“So you framed him?”
“McCord did the deed; I merely captured it for posterity.”
“But why are you coming to me?”
“Because you can bring justice for Parejo.”
“Parejo’s a murderer!”
“He had no choice!”
They both sat silent, staring straight ahead and seething. He 

waited until his breathing slowed. “I didn’t know where else to 
turn. Then I saw you, the woman beside John McCord in every 
photo. Why would you of all people spread a vicious rumor about 
McCord? You see my point?”

“You want me to go public with this?”
“Your credibility is very high. And it’s the right thing to do.”
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Janelle’s world was crashing down around her. She felt a cool 
sweat wash across her face; her hands began to tremble. “Why 
didn’t you come forward yourself?”

“Because I know what Parejo was hired to do. That makes me 
an accessory,”

“You weren’t involved. You can claim ignorance.”
“I won’t do it! No one will believe me.”
“I don’t believe you!”
“Yes you do, you just find the truth easier to ignore.”
“I need more. Photographs are easy to manipulate.”
“Fine. A call was placed to Glen Brooks from your 

campaign office just moments before his death. His wife has 
testified that a phone call led Brooks onto the terrace and into 
harm’s way.” 

Janelle sat stunned. “Anyone could have made that call.”
“The alarm code used is registered to John McCord. Check it 

out yourself.”
“I will.”
“Good.”
“Who else knows of this?”
“The FBI, for starters.”
“What?” This time she turned.
“Look ahead.” She complied. “The FBI has known of the 

phone call from the start. I delivered the photographs to them 
five days ago. I have it on reliable source that they’ve confirmed 
the authenticity.”

“Then why do you need me? The FBI can do more damage 
than I could ever do.”

“You’ve got a lot to learn about the pillars of power, Janelle. 
The FBI will not destroy the Republican Party’s only real threat 
for the office without an extensive investigation. The evidence I’ve 
given you is merely circumstantial.”

“That’s right. It proves nothing.” Her voice had a ring of hope.
He stifled that hope in short order. “McCord is going down, 

Janelle. It may take a year, maybe two, but he is going down.”
Janelle was filled with rage and self-pity. She wanted this man 
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out of her life. She wanted this whole evening to be nothing more 
than a bad dream. “Why did you come to me?”

“Because John McCord doesn’t deserve to be the leader of the 
free world. He’s as corrupt a politician as this nation as ever seen. 
And he killed my friend.”

Janelle’s voice trembled as she spoke. “And you intend to make 
him pay.”

“I’ve done all I can do. The FBI and the U.S. Attorney’s office 
will ultimately bring McCord to his knees, but the process will be 
long and difficult. But I assure you, in time, John McCord and all 
of his accomplices will see the inside of prison walls.”

“Accomplices?”
He turned over the envelope in his lap; a hideous and 

distinguishing distortion of his left hand was now apparent. His 
entire middle finger was missing, even below the knuckle. The 
surrounding skin was grafted as if to repair a bad burn. He peeled 
back the clasps, then placed the envelope back on his lap. “My 
intent is to make certain that John McCord is never granted the 
honor of the office. I will stop at nothing to ensure that goal. He is 
my sole target. With your compliance, it will remain that way.”

“What does that mean?”
“I want you to leave the campaign. We’ll let the press determine 

the reason for your actions. I’m confident they will help connect 
the dots for the whole world. After that, McCord’s campaign will 
come to a screeching halt.”

Janelle shook her head vehemently. “I won’t do it!”
“Then you leave me with no choice.” He flipped back the flap 

of the envelope and slowly pulled out a fourth photograph. “John 
McCord is no longer my sole target.” The picture lying before him 
sent Janelle into a violent tremble.

“Where did that come from?”
“Look straight ahead, Janelle. My people are within spitting 

distance of your friend Kinnard.”
“Where did you get that?”
“I took it myself. Just like the others.”
“I know for certain it’s a fake!”
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“I assure you it is not, Janelle.” Janelle was unable to take her 
eyes off the picture. “Here, you take this, I have plenty of copies. 
Don’t waste your time checking its authenticity. It’s the genuine 
article, just like the others.”

Janelle clutched it tight in both hands. She couldn’t believe 
what she was seeing. “I’ve never met Bonilla in my life.”

“Pictures don’t lie, Janelle.”
“This was a setup.” Janelle’s head was spinning in a whirlwind 

of confusion and fury.
“Maybe. Maybe, not. We’ll let the authorities determine that 

for certain. So far we have motive, documented involvement, and 
rather solid proof that my friend was a stranger to neither you nor 
the senator.” 

“They’ll never convict me.” She immediately felt a rush of self-
centered shame.

“You’re probably right, Janelle. In five or six years they’ll close 
the book on you. Another four or five and the press will fade away. 
Just like Clayton Harwig, Virginia McMartin, Patricia Hearst; all 
acquitted, but forever indicted by the public. Whether you win or 
lose in the court of law, you will lose. This will consume your life 
for decades to come. This will be your legacy. Forever tied to the 
evildoings of the infamous John McCord.” 

“I need time. I need to sort this out in my mind.”
“I’m an understanding man, Janelle. You’ve got one week. But 

no more. After that, I go straight to the FBI.” 
“When will we talk again?”
“We won’t. I’ll know if you made the right choice. Everyone 

will know.” He rose slowly, keeping his back to her. The eight-forty 
Capital Metro was right on schedule. “Goodbye, Janelle.” He was 
soon lost in a crowd of others. 

Janelle’s head slumped involuntarily into her hands. This 
couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t part of the dream; the fairy tale 
didn’t have a murderous plot, and there was never such thing as 
blackmail. How could life change so much in the last hour? She 
needed to make sense of it all.

She picked herself up and walked aimlessly across the street. 
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Kinnard joined her at the corner. She looked lazily at him “Did 
you see him?”

“See who?”
Janelle was too racked to speak of it. She headed south toward 

the campaign office, slowly mumbling what had just transpired. 
Kinnard looked back as if somehow he could make a heroic chase 
and pull the man from the fleeing bus. How could he have pulled 
this off right under his nose?

Janelle entered her security code as they entered the small 
lobby of the office. Her movement was mechanical, her steps void 
of the high spirit that had carried her through the past six months. 
Could this all be true? She went directly to the two file cabinets 
pressed up against the back wall and pulled open the bottom 
drawer on the right. She knew exactly where to look. She pulled 
out a manila folder marked ADT Security and began thumbing 
through the entry and exit chrons. Kinnard stayed silent through 
it all. Without saying a word, they both knew what they were about 
to find. Janelle found February 2, paused as if it to rethink her 
actions, then read down the list. There, at the bottom, was all they 
needed to see. The master code had been entered twice in the late 
afternoon with a thirty-minute gap in between. Janelle slapped the 
folder shut and shoved it back into the hanging file. She slammed 
the file drawer closed and walked away. Kinnard followed as she 
slumped down in an armchair, he crouched down beside her. She 
said nothing for several minutes. Then, without coming out of her 
trance, she spoke. “We were all sitting right here, just like you and 
I are now. We were recapping New Hampshire and making plans 
for South Carolina. John was firing off directives with a sense of 
determinedness that we had never seen. Then we got the call. It was 
Richard Gibbins, calling to speak of Glen Brooks. We all watched 
John’s expressions, trying to determine why the vice president had 
called.” Janelle stopped and drifted deeper into her trance. She 
looked to the spot where McCord had stood, trying to recreate 
the moment, to remember the reaction. Had he already known 
of Brooks’s death? The moment was so very telling. She strained 
to re-enact it in her mind. She pursed her lips in frustration and 
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shook her head. “Later, after the press conference, John’s behavior 
became very erratic. It was as if he had become consumed with the 
notion that a connection hadn’t been made between Brooks and 
Bonilla. Then he did something none of us expected or advised.”

Kinnard cut her short; he knew where she was headed. What 
McCord did next had been picked up by every network and 
repeated ad nauseam for the past two weeks. One short speech, 
chopped into three rapid-fire sound bites. “We’ve all heard his 
speech a hundred times.”

“A speech is prepared, Kinnard.” She stared at him stoically. 
“Could he have been prepared for that speech?”

“Come on, Janelle, he’s a trained politician.”
“John McCord’s only fault is his naiveté. I’ve been with him for 

a year. Making certain that the public knew of Brooks’s history with 
the Colombian drug lords was brilliant, especially amid the gravity 
of the moment. That’s just not how John McCord thinks. His mind 
doesn’t move to conspiracy without serious forethought.”

“Extraordinary events can bring upon bizarre behavior.”
Janelle only nodded, wanting to believe that it was just that 

simple, wanting for some overlooked revelation to wash away 
all doubt. But her world had grown dark in an instant, and she 
felt herself spinning even further down into a funnel of despair 
without a lifeline in sight. And the most troubling realization 
was that an unknown man with borrowed clothes and a store-
bought wig had been able to create such glaring doubt with such 
little effort. Had there already been a chink in the armor? Had 
the rumors of involvement surrounding John McCord and Parejo 
Bonilla already seeped through the concrete layers of trust and 
regard and taken set in her subconscious? There was so much left 
to consider and the hourglass had already been tipped.
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Chapter 19

WEST OF THE IMPERIAL Blue Ridge Mountain tips in northern 
Virginia lies the Great Valley, an awe-inspiring stretch of rolling 
countryside following the flow of the Shenandoah River. It is said 
to be here that God himself laid out plans for the promised land 
on a clear spring morning.

A gathering of six had chosen the Rivercrest not for its 
serenity, but rather its seclusion and relative proximity to the 
nation’s capital. They arrived in limousines and helicopters 
with their entourages to the massive colonial estate resting 
amid two hundred acres of unencumbered forest. This would 
be their third and most critical meeting at the Rivercrest. All 
white males. East Coast elitists with immense wealth and 
political clout. 

They dined before white linen and silver decanters, their 
portions generously prepared by servants in stiff shirts and 
white gloves. As night fell, they moved to the study and sealed 
the door behind them. Settled into plush leather high-backs that 
surrounded a fieldstone hearth and a roaring fire, they sipped 
choice bourbon and lit the finest hand-rolled cigars. They eased 
into the issue at hand through plumes of blue smoke and the 
crackle of cherry wood. 

An obvious leader had arisen from the first gathering, one 
with great power and great personal stake. “This matter has gained 
an uncomfortable level of notoriety.” The others mumbled their 
concurrence. “My sources advise me of the Colombian consulate’s 
intent to come forward.”
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The owner of the estate and the eldest among them bestowed 
blunt wisdom with a wave of the hand. “Let them speak. Their 
credibility is non-existent.”

The leader responded, “They intend to deny any and all 
involvement in this matter.”

“Of course. We couldn’t expect their silence forever.”
“The American people will be outraged.”
“They won’t care less. We don’t rally in the streets here in the 

good ole’ USA.”
“Not typically, but this uprising of domestic rebels won’t take 

this lying down.” Each of the six knew all too well of the growing 
underworld of Marin supporters. What once had been a small flock 
of liberal activists and Goth rogues had grown into a formidable 
assemblage of dedicated Marin propagandists more than twenty 
thousand strong.

The eldest sucked in a long drag, then exhaled a string of smoke 
circles that widened and faded as they rose against a backdrop of 
mahogany and teak. He sipped his bourbon and slowly crossed 
one leg over the other. He patted his pant leg and picked at a small 
piece of lint. The others were resolved to await his response.

“What have we learned about these people?”
“Very little. They’re loosely organized, the byproduct of a 

common website. The site had never been more than a low-
level forum for societal rants. Marin’s imprisonment sparked a 
degree of interest that snowballed with the death of Glen Brooks. 
Seems all things Colombian are enjoying their day in the sun. 
Demonstrations are posted on the site; to date they’ve convened 
on the Capitol steps and most recently, in limited capacity at the 
Colombian Embassy.”

“Sounds harmless.”
“I’m not so certain of that. The site is growing at an 

alarming rate.”
“And you fear this will lead where?”
“I fear mainstream exposure. We’re told that the networks 

intend to cover upcoming rallies. The outrage of a minority 
group of activists is confinable, satisfying the American people 
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as a whole is a different matter all together.” The room fell silent. 
The proposition of mainstream exposure held any number of 
detrimental outcomes. Once indicted in the court of public opinion, 
the Colombian government would be pressed relentlessly for the 
release of Trent Marin. Bogotá’s repeated denial of involvement, 
coupled with the terrorist actions of Parejo Bonilla, would no 
doubt result in unprecedented pressure for military action.

“Perhaps the people need to be reminded of Marin’s actions. 
The man is a convicted rapist.”

“A truth not shared by thousands of activists.”
The eldest was disgusted by the response. “Who controls 

this site?”
“It’s registered to a James Con. A search on the name has 

yielded continual dead ends.”
“The name is bogus?”
“It would seem.”
The eldest appeared more bothered by the nuisance than 

concerned. In decades of power, he had always found suitable 
resolutions This would be no different. “What do we need to do to 
put this behind us?”

“Eliminate the information flow. Silence the voices.”
“Destroy the site?”
“Silence the voice behind the site.”
“Has it really come to this?”
“We’re without choice.”
Only the crackle of fire could be heard in the spacious study 

for several minutes. The decanter of bourbon was passed around 
the circle of chairs one final time. The decision would be made 
like all others; with unanimous consent. The vote was swift, the 
decision final.

“It’s time to nip this in the bud.”
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Chapter 20

IN NEARLY A YEAR ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL, Janelle had 
never been so much as tardy, but today she wouldn’t show at all. 
With the Michigan primary and Super Tuesday balloting both 
coming to pass in the next seven days, she needed to seize a full 
day to find answers to the burning questions pounding at her 
skull. And she didn’t like the answers her mind had already started 
to form. She left a voicemail for Anna giving very little reason for 
her absence. 

By half-past six in the morning, she was headed west on U.S. 
290 with a thermos of hot, black coffee, and a world of trouble on 
her mind. The morning rush was an hour behind her tail. 

She kept the canvas top of her five-year-old Wrangler intact 
with the threat of a looming storm passing over; by Dripping 
Springs, the heavens broke loose with a gully-washer that turned 
the tranquil Hill Country drive into a slick test of the Jeep’s 
handling. The volatile West Texas wind mixed with a deafening 
barrage of thunder and a stunning light show that illuminated the 
low-hanging storm clouds. Janelle bore down and rode out the 
storm; it was the first time in twelve hours that she had focused on 
anything but the words of the man at the bus stop. She welcomed 
the diversion, however fleeting. Morning storms in Texas never 
lasted long; it passed as quickly as it came, and soon the Hill 
Country was glistening under the soft morning light. 

She drove for an hour into a painter’s canvas of western 
landscape, unfettered green hills dotted with junipers and 
scattered bluebonnets, the shallow bedrock of limestone piercing 
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the surface of each summit and rising proudly above the apex, 
as if an emperor upon his throne. This had been the land of the 
Comanches, a proud and resourceful tribe descended from the 
Shoshone Indians, near the time of the American Revolution. 
Surviving mostly on the bison that grazed on the bountiful range, 
they were renowned as expert horsemen and defended their land 
from Spanish and Mexican soldiers for nearly a century. In time, 
they fell to a growing U.S. military. Those that remained move 
north to Sooner country, resolving to join ranks with the Kiowas. 
Two centuries later, their spirit still washes over the countryside. It 
is said that what bison remain are still spooked by the thundering 
hooves of the tribesmen; they huddle in clusters, keeping a 
watchful eye for a ghostly rider lurking in the midst. 

Janelle did well to gain some degree of calm and perspective 
from the natural beauty of the rolling countryside, though she 
knew it wouldn’t last. By eight o’clock, she had reached historic 
Fredericksburg, a German settlement now known for its Old West 
architecture and rows of quaint shops and saloons. Just north of 
town, she came upon the Westminster Manor, Grammy’s home 
for the past three years. Her regular weekly visits had slipped 
away, victims of the rigors of the campaign. Nearly a month had 
now passed since she had last seen her grandmother, a visit that 
had left Janelle melancholy at the sight of her weakened state. 
Janelle’s deep-set faith had failed to triumph over the earthly pull 
of impending grief and loss. But a better place was ultimately near 
and she vowed to be strong during each visit.

Janelle checked in at the front lobby and proceeded down the 
long, sterile hallway of the west wing. She knocked lightly on the 
partially open door, then let her self in. Grammy was propped 
up in bed with a tray of soft food in front of her. Janelle sat down 
beside her and clutched her hand; Grammy gently squeezed hers 
in return — a very good sign. 

“How are you doing today, Grammy?” 
She turned slightly and stared into Janelle’s eyes. She smiled 

warmly, then reached out and brushed her hand against Janelle’s 
auburn hair. “Beautiful.”
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Janelle’s eyes welled up. Perhaps today was a very good day. 
Janelle intertwined her fingers with Grammy’s. “Thank you, 
Grammy.” 

She stared into Janelle’s eyes briefly, then turned back away. The 
moment had come and gone in an instant. Janelle’s head slumped 
down involuntarily. She moved across the room to the “legacy 
of love,” a curio cabinet of years gone by — sparse but treasured 
pictures and artifacts that Janelle had salvaged from Grammy’s 
estate, following her crippling stroke and ensuing aphasia and 
dysarthria. Janelle had handled the simple details of the estate. 
Unlike most matters of probate, only one known heir existed; 
Janelle and Grammy were the last remaining in a long lineage of 
Harcourts. A proud family name would end with Janelle.

She moved away the food tray and propped two framed photos 
and a crucifix in front of Grammy. She watched as the essence of 
a proud woman resurrected from behind a debilitating wall of 
gray. Clouded memories took form, her only son and her lifelong 
love staring back at her. She kissed the feet of Jesus and clutched 
the crucifix close to her heart; generations of intensely faithful 
ascendants smiled down upon her. She stirred Janelle in a way that 
no other ever could. Her gentle aura and comforting presence, mixed 
with her consummate floral fragrance, washed away despair like a 
flowing field of bluebonnets and dewberry. She needed Grammy 
more than she could ever know, and more than ever before.

Tears began to stream down Janelle’s cheeks. “I love you, 
Grammy.” Janelle placed her hand on the back of the crucifix. 
Through a trough of tears, she placed her troubles upon the altar 
of her living angel. “I’m in trouble, Grammy.” Her lips quivered. 
“Terrible, terrible trouble.” Grammy tightened her grip, bracing 
Janelle between the security of her temperate hands and the wood 
of the cross. Janelle hung her head and sniffled, the tears dripping 
down onto her lap. Grammy’s hand lightly touched the top of her 
head; she held it there, then ran it down the length of her face. She 
placed her fingers beneath Janelle’s chin and lifted her head. Her 
eyes were clear and burnished. An awakening had transpired in 
the most critical of times. 



Sins of a Nation

107

“Follow your heart, Janelle. You never walk alone. Though 
I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 
evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort 
me.” Her voice flowed like a clear bubbling brook. Today was 
indeed a very good day. 

Janelle moved forward and kissed Grammy’s soft cheek. She 
held herself close for several minutes, not wanting to ever let go. 
She finally backed away and turned her attention to the picture 
frames. A long line of honor stared back at her.

She stayed with Grammy for two more hours, hours mostly 
consumed by brief naps and inaudible discourse. Grammy never 
again broke through with words, but embraced Janelle with her 
powerful presence all the same.

Janelle headed south through Fredericksburg with intent to 
return east, but tall buildings and crowded sidewalks were not 
what she needed — not yet anyhow. She headed west, deeper yet 
into the Texas Hill Country.
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Chapter 21

NEWS OF THE DEATH OF PAREJO BONILLA had stirred little 
interest in his native Colombia. Not a soul had come forward to 
lay claim to the corpse. His body was shipped to Bogotá, where 
officials would see to its entombment. Now, three weeks later, 
Billy was faced with the nearly impossible challenge of seeking 
out a single, credible soul that could corroborate his suspicion that 
Bonilla had never been released, and that his only return to his 
homeland came posthumously. Tracing the trail of documentation 
though the Colombian hierarchy proved even less successful than 
Billy’s curbed success with the Miami Federal Detention Center. 
In three days’ time he had gotten nowhere. 

The CTC had convened to review their findings on two 
separate occasions, but they were no closer to identifying Bonilla’s 
assassins than before. The Vermont mountainside had retained 
nothing that could be used as suitable evidence against John 
McCord, or any other on the short list of suspects. Despite that, 
it was quite clear to Billy that the members of the commission 
were resolved to build a suitable case against McCord and absolve 
all other suspects. But the process was proving deathly slow, and 
Peter Marx would not dare submit a report that ran contrary to 
public opinion based solely on circumstantial evidence. They 
needed something more, and they would ride it out for eternity 
until they latched onto something.

Billy would need to go it alone in his effort to find Bonilla’s 
next of kin. The bureau put the kibosh on an exhaustive search 
of Bonilla’s background; it was deemed to serve no real purpose. 
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So Billy Hogarth was now left to pore over a three-inch stack 
of eight-year-old extradition documents. It seemed his time at 
the bureau had come full circle — seeking answers hidden in 
mundane sheets of paper.
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Chapter 22

BY NIGHTFALL, Janelle had returned to the city. The calm and 
perspective she had gained from the lonesome hills was at once 
burned away by the intensity of the urban lights. Somewhere 
between Johnson City and Henly she had acquiesced to seek the 
counsel of her trusted mentor. She booked a flight online for the 
following morning. Her presence in D.C. could be easily justified 
as more productive than her physical presence in Michigan.

By 10:00 a.m. she was landing at Dulles; within the hour she was 
seated across from Miriam in the study of her Georgetown home. 
The reason for the visit had been made very clear the night before. 
The reaction had been one of complete shock. Now, some twelve 
hours removed, Miriam wore the face of the protector, oozing with 
care and clear-headed diplomacy. Janelle was the polar opposite, 
fighting the tears of defeat, noticeably shaken and distraught.

Miriam poured two cups of tea, then settled in to comfort 
and advise.

She looked at the photos Janelle had given her. “Tell me 
again about this man. You said he wore a disguise of some sort.” 
She shook her head quizzically. “Why do you suppose he would 
do that?”

“I’m not really sure. He told me he didn’t want to be linked as 
an accessory.”

“An accessory?”
“Yes, because he knew of Bonilla’s intent.”
“I see. Tell me, Janelle, do you believe that this man was telling 

the truth?” Miriam’s tone was not at all condescending. Janelle 
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considered her response not unlike a thousand others over the 
past six hours. 

“I’m afraid not to believe him,” she finally answered.
Miriam wagged her head with understanding. “That’s 

probably wise.” 
Janelle got up forcefully with a deep groan. She brought her 

hands to her head and began to rub deep into her temples. This 
was far from the response she had hoped for. She had flown two 
thousand miles to look into Miriam’s eyes and be told she was out 
of her mind. Miriam was supposed to knock her over with a bolt 
of lightning, rattle her clouded head and bring her to see just how 
absurd this whole mess was.

“But I don’t even know if he’s credible. I know nothing about him.” 
Janelle started with a shout and ended with a shattered whimper.

“You need to be concerned about what he’s able to do, 
credible or not.”

“But who will believe him?”
“You haven’t discredited him, Janelle.” This hit her like a freight 

train. “And for very good reason. This man is working without a 
political agenda; he has no known history with the senator, no 
prior score to settle, right?”

“Not that I know of.”
“He has no ulterior motives and he’s seeking justice with a 

stack of photographs that won’t be simply ignored.”
“This can’t be happening.”
Miriam arched her back and tilted her head back. “It is 

happening, Janelle. Is it fair? Of course not, but that question is 
not on the table.”

Janelle settled back into her chair across from Miriam. She 
stared out the window at the distant cars crossing the Potomac, 
an everyday scene of nine-to-fivers breaking up the midday 
monotony in the crowded cafés scattered throughout the Foggy 
Bottom. This was the quiet majority, the heartbeat of the city living 
just outside the Beltway’s circle of fame and glitz; never before had 
Janelle envied such a provincial existence, but at the moment it 
looked like Elysian fields.
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“John McCord is as good a man as I know,” she said, still 
staring in the distance. Miriam offered nothing in return. “He 
couldn’t have been involved, could he?” Her eyes pleaded.

Miriam sighed; she crossed her hands on her lap and turned 
her sight to the passing cars. “Twenty-five years ago, I would have 
answered that question without hesitation, Janelle. A clear line of 
good and evil split the world. We prosecuted the offenders and 
exonerated the wrongly accused, but it’s not that simple anymore.” 
Her eyes glossed over in thought; sadness came across her face. 
“Evil lurks in the hearts of all men. We’re no longer fooled by a 
fancy suit and a wall of honor; we’ve all seen greed drive evil to the 
surface too many times to count.”

“Not Senator McCord. You know him, Miriam; he’s a good 
and decent man.”

She nodded. “Tell me where your doubt is rooted, Janelle. 
Why has it come to this?”

The response came slowly, the product of intense review over the 
past day and a half. “Just odd occurrences and responses, that’s all.”

“And hindsight has given you a new perspective?”
“It’s given me pause; I won’t deny that.”
“What troubles you?”
Janelle stammered a moment longer. “There was an incident 

following New Hampshire. The party was pushing for Senator 
McCord to offer Brooks an administrative post — something, 
anything at all. Much like you had suggested.” She gave Miriam a 
troubled smirk. “But Senator McCord would have nothing to do 
with it. He said he feared the backlash.”

“That seems reasonable.”
“Yes, but he didn’t seem the least bit scared.”
“And now you wonder if he already had that base covered?”
“That’s crazy. I know it is.” Janelle’s look of despondency was 

difficult to bear. 
“I wish I had never gotten you into this,” Miriam replied. She 

reached forward and clutched Janelle’s hands.
Janelle’s eyes glossed over. “What do I do, Miriam? Please tell 

me what to do.”
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Miriam pursed her lips to stave off the emotion of the moment; 
she needed to be strong. “John may well be innocent, Janelle; it’s 
difficult to think otherwise.” She paused. “But it will be impossible 
for anyone to ignore the evidence. In time, these photographs 
will be seen around the world; that much is certain. If you’re truly 
seeking my advice, well, here it is. If it were my face in that photo, 
I would do everything possible to ensure that it didn’t go into 
circulation with the others.”

“Are you suggesting I comply with his demands, that I go 
public with my suspicions?”

“I’m suggesting that you distance yourself from the impending 
smear campaign. You have a brilliant future ahead of you, Janelle. 
Don’t allow this to forever mar your name.” 

“But what if he’s innocent?”
“Then you stand by him, but you must be completely certain 

of his innocence. More certain than you’ve ever been of anything 
— that’s not what I’m hearing from you, Janelle.”

“No. No, it’s not.”
Miriam tilted her head, “This is Senator McCord’s battle, 

Janelle, not yours. Go quietly and never look back.”
Janelle’s shoulders sunk in defeat. Her final bastion of hope 

had steered her ever further toward a dreadful and unthinkable 
act. How could she ever face Senator McCord? How could she 
look into his eyes and tell him she could no longer support him 
in his campaign? I think you may be a killer, Senator. I can’t 
be associated with a known killer. Dear, God, how had this all 
happened?

“Miriam, please don’t share this discussion with anyone.”
“Of course not, dear.”
Janelle got up slowly and moved toward the door. She stopped 

short. “I think I need to go for a walk. A very long walk.”
“If there’s anything I can do Janelle, you know I’m here for you.”
Janelle nodded and turned again.
“Oh. . . Janelle.”
“Yes?”
“Is there any way you could identify the man behind all of this?” 
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Janelle thought of her fleeting views of the man, his head, his 
hair, his height. “No. Not a chance.”

“That’s a shame.”
Janelle nodded, then turned and left without a word.
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Chapter 23

TRENT MARIN SAT ON THE THIN FOAM PAD and affixed an 
endless gaze at the cold porous cinder, quietly reciting the thirty-
first Psalm;

“I will be glad and rejoice in thy mercy, for Thou hast considered 
my trouble Thou hast known my soul in adversities.

And hast not shut me up into the hand of the enemy; Thou hast 
set my feet into a large room.

Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am in trouble; mine eye is 
consumed with grief, yea my soul and my belly.

For my life is spent with grief, and my years with sighing; 
my strength faileth because of mine iniquity, and my bones 
are consumed.

But I trusted in Thee, O Lord; I said thou art my God.”

A rare and untimely sound echoed down the hallway. Someone 
was approaching. His rations had been served only an hour earlier 
and his body had been washed just the day before. He could hear 
the sound of distant voices and now the rattle of keys.

Trent stopped reciting, consumed by their approach. Then they 
were before him, two soldiers in fatigues. They opened his cage 
and pulled him forcefully to his feet. They shackled his hands in 
front of him and led him without a word down the long hallway.

“O my God, I trust in Thee; let me not be ashamed, let not 
mine enemies triumph over me.”

A crushing blow of the baton sent Trent to his knees; he 
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braced for another, but it did not come. They pulled him up and 
dragged him along. He regained his footing and walked as quickly 
as his weakened legs would allow. They passed the shower stall 
and entered the small room. They pushed him down into a chair 
at the end of the long table, then they were gone.

Trent was alone again. The recorder and raised lighting were 
in place like the times before. What now? What more was left to 
be said? He steeled himself against a rush of fear; he needed to 
be brave in the presence of his captors. So much needed to be 
learned, so much to be said.

The door opened again and four others entered; the monster 
was among them, all were in fatigues and well armed. Did they 
think him to be dangerous? What possible threat could he be to 
warrant such arms?

All four settled in at the far end of the table. The monster took 
a seat directly across from him. He placed his weapon on the table 
and stared at Trent. Trent knew better than to speak without being 
spoken to.

“We are prepared to negotiate with you, Marin.” The words 
rang like sweet music, but confusion quickly dampened his 
rejoicing. Trent said nothing in return. “I trust you don’t wish to 
die behind these prison walls.”

To die? Were they negotiating with his life?
“Few men survive a decade of solitude, Mr. Marin. Those 

who do are little more than babbling idiots. Are you beginning 
to feel the same?” The others seemed to enjoy this mockery. They 
laughed together at Trent’s expense. “I asked you a question, 
Marin.” He leaned forward and placed his hand on his automatic 
weaponry. His brow was knotted. “Are you starting to feel like a 
babbling idiot?”

Trent nodded. The others laughed again.
“Of course you are. Look at you; you’ve become a bumbling 

fool. Your decline is far greater than the others before you.”
Trent’s head felt as if it were a heavy stone, but he would not 

allow it to sink into his chest. He needed desperately to look into 
the eyes of his captors. 
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“Do you speak at all, or have you lost even that most basic 
capacity?”

Trent looked into the eyes of each of his captors. “Where am 
I? Why am I really here?”

“You are paying penance for your transgressions. You 
know that.” 

“But I’ve done nothing,” he pleaded.
The guard’s face grew dark. He slammed his hand down hard 

on the table. “An innocent young girl. You’re an animal, Marin.” 
“It’s all lies!” he screamed. 
The room grew deathly quiet. The man leaned forward again; 

this time he flicked the safety of his gun. “You deserve to die.” He 
lifted the automatic and aimed it directly at him. Trent’s head sunk 
into his chest. So this is how it would end. Trent prepared to meet 
his maker. The trigger clicked but nothing came. The men roared 
with delight.

Trent raised his head slowly. He had just looked death in the 
face and held up well; nothing could stir him now — or so he 
thought. “Who are you people?” A question he had asked many 
times before, but had yet to receive a response. This time the 
answer came out strong and clear.

“We are soldiers of the Revolutionary Armed Forces.”
Trent’s worst fears were realized; the fate of Justice Ochoa was 

at the forefront. He spoke with a tone of surrender. “And I am your 
negotiating tool against Bogotá?”

“Very deductive, Marin.”
Trent regrouped; if he were to die, it wouldn’t be at the 

hands of the Revolutionary Army. “Then you’re wasting your 
time. I mean nothing to the Colombian government, and most 
certainly nothing to the AUC. My presence will keep neither 
at bay.”

“Is that what you believe? Do you honestly think that 
Bogotá would risk the life of an American? You truly have 
become an idiot.”

“The AUC won’t be moved by such an act.”
“They are trained warmongers — not fools. Lara Ochoa was 
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not an American, Mr. Marin. They’re not so bold as to take on the 
U.S. military.”

He was right and Trent knew it. “My people will find me 
in time.”

They laughed in unison. “Your people are well aware of your 
whereabouts. We are in continual contact with your government.” 
Trent’s look went sullen. “They are prepared to let you rot for your 
transgressions.”

“But they’re lies! I’ve done nothing wrong!”
“Perhaps.” He gave the sly smile that Trent deplored. “But that’s 

not what your people believe. And for that, they intend to honor 
our laws for the next nine years.”

Trent felt as if he would be sick at any moment. A rush of heat 
coursed the length of his spine. There was one truth he knew to 
be an absolute: He would not survive nine more years. At the pit 
of his despair, a bleak grain of hope struck him. “You said you 
are prepared to negotiate.” Trent’s voice was meek and dry, far 
removed from the insistence in his tone just a moment earlier. 

“Yes we are.” He stared long at Trent. “Your sentence will be 
reduced to three years following your taped confession.”

“But I did nothing!”
“Fine. Rot.” He got up and straightened his military fatigues. 

“That’s your choice.” He turned to walk away.
Trent didn’t attempt to stop him. 
He turned back, clearly not wanting to leave. “You’re a fool, 

Marin.” His words were laced with despisement.
“I will not admit to such a heinous crime. I’m a man of integrity. 

I can endure my sentence,” Trent hedged. 
“Fine. Have it your way. You will be moved at once to the 

general prison population, where you will bunk with rapists and 
killers for the duration of your stay.”

Trent had not expected this.
“An American that brutally raped a young, native Colombian 

girl, one not unlike their sisters and daughters. I’m sure you will 
be quite popular among the inmates, Mr. Marin.” 

The men enjoyed this rant. 
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Trent stared at the camera. This was not a negotiation, rather 
a demand. He tried one more tactic nonetheless. “How can you 
expect me to say such words? I could never have done such an 
unthinkable act. I’d rather die than admit to such a sin.”

The room went silent. The men were growing impatient.
“Die? You should be so lucky. The inmates won’t kill you 

Marin. They wouldn’t allow for such an easy escape. Rape and 
torture is what they do.”

Trent shook violently. His head fell into his hands. At length 
he responded. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“You have our word.”
“Your word?”
“Yes. Our word.”
“That’s not good enough.”
The monster slammed down his hand in rage. “Don’t insult 

me, Marin. We are soldiers of honor.”
Trent needed something more. The notion of such a confession 

was nearly unthinkable, but refusing to give it was akin to suicide, 
and suicide was a sin in and of itself. This justification had merit, 
but he needed more to ensure his self-indictment would not be all 
for naught. “That won’t do.”

The leader became incensed. He raised his automatic and 
aimed it once again at Trent’s head; his hand shook with fury. 
“You’re a very difficult man.”

Trent had been on the hot end of the weapon before; the effect 
was lessened this time, and somehow the leader sensed it.

The pop of an automatic weapon in closed quarters 
reverberates through every inch of the confine like a jet engine. 
The sound is overrun only by screams caused by pain from torn 
flesh and muscle. Trent grabbed desperately at his shoulder as a 
bullet pierced his skin and burrowed deep into his flesh. He had 
never felt such sheer pain. He braced himself for a second shot. 

“I’m through playing games with you, Marin. In a month 
your wound will heal. Use that time to select where you would 
like the next slug to enter.” Trent looked into the eyes of the 
crazed soldier. “Take him away. I have no more use for this fool.” 
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He got up and turned away. Two of the men grabbed Trent by 
the arms with no regard for his intense pain. They pulled him up 
and prodded him toward the door.

“Wait.” The leader stopped in his tracks and pivoted. Trent’s 
voice trembled. “I’ll do it.”
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Chapter 24

IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY, renowned German 
sculptor Elisabet Ney purchased a large parcel of land on the 
northern perimeter of what is now Austin, Texas. It was here 
that she built her limestone fortress Formosa, constructed for the 
sole purpose of creating her masterpieces. Her eccentricity and 
artistic expression still reside in the village surrounding her home. 
Committed to honoring Elisabet’s memory, architects captured 
her spirit in what is now Hyde Park — an aging but proud treasure 
on the outskirts of the city.

In recent years, the quaint bedroom town has become a hub 
for free-spirited liberal artists and the like. The atmosphere and 
aura were just to Kinnard’s liking. He and two compadres had 
been living comfortably in a spacious bungalow just a stone’s throw 
from Formosa for now close to two years. But for the moment, 
Kinnard was anything but comfortable.

The morning paper spoke of John McCord’s resounding 
victory in the Michigan primary; his smiling face was plastered 
across the Statesman. Kinnard looked long and hard into his eyes, 
until they became nothing more than a blur of colorful pixels. 
Could these really be the eyes of a killer?

He laid out the paper and scanned the rest. There, below the 
fold, was the all too common article linking the Brooks factor to 
McCord’s success.

mccord coasts through campaign: absence of third-
party candidate spells disaster for allen
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The article left no need for summation. Kinnard needed to 
read but two lines to spot the name of Glen Brooks. The source 
was consistent with the previous articles — courtesy of the 
Washington Post. Whoever was engineering this freight train of 
tabloid implications was doing so in lockstep with the blackmail 
against Janelle. If she chose to leave now, they were sure to smell 
blood in the water. There’d be little chance of going quietly.

Kinnard had picked up the phone a dozen times in the past 
hour to place his traditional post-primary call to Janelle. This time 
it wouldn’t be so easy. For once, he wasn’t sure what to say, and 
now, more than ever, he needed to choose his words wisely. He 
would think it through a bit longer before placing the call. For 
now, there was more than enough to concern himself with. An 
hour earlier he had uploaded an unimaginable video link from the 
CIA database. He would review it a hundred times before posting 
it on the site for all the world to see. The whirlwind momentum of 
newjustus.com could very well be shattered in an instant by one 
simple statement. 

A single light hanging directly overhead illuminated Trent 
Marin’s sunken eyes. He looked into the camera for the length 
of his statement then dropped his head in shame. “I take full 
responsibility for my sexual indiscretion and act of violence 
against Ms. Lopez. I beg her forgiveness and pray to God to save 
my soul.”

Kinnard clicked the horizontal replay arrow and watched 
again. Trent’s words appeared heartfelt and concise. No doubt 
the result of countless takes. Or was it? For the first time in the 
duration of Kinnard’s campaign to seek Trent’s release, he felt a 
twinge of doubt. He worked to bury beneath a ton a rationalization, 
but it was there, however small. If two simple lines could create 
such doubt with Marin’s most ardent supporter, what devastation 
would it cast on the thousands of fence-sitters that were slowly 
coming to see the light? 

The prospect of keeping the footage off the site was not an 
option. At this very moment, hundreds of others may well 
be watching the very same confession. He needed to post the 
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damaging video and address the issue of fraud with a very clear 
and concise statement of his own. 

Credibility came first to mind. Bogotá had created a 
paradox of verity that wouldn’t go overlooked, so long as he 
still had a medium of his own. Kinnard cut and pasted a still 
shot from the first of three video links. He added a caption to 
remind and inform.

November 11: audio link states that Marin is being held in 
Colombia for felonious assault on a minor. 

He cut and pasted footage from the rally outside of the 
Colombian Consulate in D.C. February 20: Colombian officials 
deny any involvement in the imprisonment of Trent Marin

He timidly captured a still shot from the latest video.
March 4: Trent Marin confesses from behind prison walls
And now for his own summation. He typed with vigor. Which 

truth do you choose to believe? I implore each of you to stay strong 
amid this flurry of deceit. Colombia has heard our voice and felt 
the power of our growing presence. Their denial of involvement 
is a transparent reaction to our mounting pressure to grant Trent 
Marin’s release. 

Let me be clear; Trent Marin is an innocent man being held as 
a political pawn. This coerced confession is nothing more than a 
failed attempt to destroy his name and dismantle our movement. 
Don’t be fooled by their lies. Our steadfast commitment has gained 
worldwide exposure for our cause. Soon we will gain the support 
of our own government and Trent Marin will once again be a free 
man. Stay Strong. 

Kinnard studied his words for several minutes, then sent it out 
for all to see. Only time would tell how the masses would react.

The phone beside his desk purred its silent ring; the area code 
on the caller ID left no doubt who was calling.

He picked up. “I was just thinking about you.”
“Hey.” Janelle sounded even worse than Kinnard could have 

imagined. “Did you see how wide of a margin he posted in this 
one?” Kinnard didn’t miss the subtlety, what use to be “we” was 
now “he.”
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“Yeah.”
“Did you get the Statesman?”
“Sure.”
“It’s full of praise for the hometown hero, I’m sure.”
“More of the same.”
After a long pause she said, “Anything about Brooks?”
Kinnard contemplated his response carefully. Janelle 

didn’t need to hear of the growing resurgence of conspiracy 
theorists. Her looming decision didn’t need to be clouded 
by the impending media response. “I haven’t really looked it 
over yet.”

“Oh.”
“How’d it go with Miriam?”
“Not well.”
“Why’s that?” They were both speaking in a slow and beaten 

monotone.
Kinnard could hear her take a long inhale before speaking. 

“She thinks I should part ways.”
Kinnard wasn’t sure how to react. “She does?”
“She said to leave quietly. To distance myself from the ensuing 

backlash.”
“I see. Does she think McCord was involved?”
“She didn’t commit either way.”
“And have you made your decision?”
“Yes.” Kinnard braced himself for her response. “I’m going to 

resign my post after Tuesday’s balloting,” she said with dry finality. 
“I intend to leave for personal reasons. No one needs to know 
anything beyond that.”

Kinnard cringed. Surely Janelle didn’t believe a quiet 
departure was realistic amid the culture of the day. But the past 
days could cloud anyone’s perspective. And beyond the ensuing 
media attack, another piece didn’t quite fit the puzzle.

“What does the man with the photos gain from your quiet 
departure, Janelle? Surely he wants you to share your suspicions 
with the press.”

“His instructions were to leave the campaign, nothing beyond 
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that. He said he would know if I made the right decision; he said 
the whole world would know.”

“I don’t see how.”
“I don’t know either, Kinnard.” Her tone was sharp. “That’s his 

problem. I’ve had enough to concern myself with.”
“All right.”
Janelle ran her hands through her thick tangles. “I didn’t 

mean to snap.”
“It’s perfectly understandable.”
“Over the past four days, I have seesawed back and forth on 

McCord’s guilt a thousand times. At one point, I nearly convinced 
myself he was involved, and now, again, I’m not so sure. Despite all 
the coincidences, it really comes down to a couple of photographs. 
So if I’m quick to dismiss my own picture as a fraud, why not 
McCord’s? This is where the trouble exists. If I can have this degree 
of uncertainty over a few photographs and a phone call, how easily 
will others be swayed?”

“Quite easily, I’m afraid.”
“That’s right. So I choose to separate myself from the ensuing 

backlash and endless media barrage. I choose to be non-committal 
both to myself and to the press. I will neither assist nor damage 
John McCord’s campaign. Too much doubt remains for me to take 
a stand either way.” 

“I know how difficult this is, Janelle. And I also know that 
somehow, some way, you’ll come out better for it. You have my 
full support.”

“Thank you, Kinnard.” She had no tears left, but the pain 
was real all the same. “Now I just have to decide how to tell 
Senator McCord.”

By midday, Kinnard’s fears had all but subsided. Whoever 
was out to smear Trent Marin’s good name had failed and 
failed miserably. The response to his newjustus.com posting 
was overwhelming. Over a thousand hits had come in with one 
common theme: Colombia had stepped over the line one time 
too many. 

He was overcome with relief, but as always, he tempered the 
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feeling with the reality of their true progress. The success of the site 
had awakened a fire amongst the socially conscious, but had done 
little to move them toward their ultimate goal. The figureheads of 
governmental power hadn’t so much as dignified their efforts with a 
formal statement. There had to be something else they could do.

Kinnard shifted his gaze to the sights and sounds out his attic 
window. The soft leaves of live oaks rustled in a gentle breeze 
against a backdrop of ocean blue. The intoxicating smells of 
fresh cut grass and purple horse mint filled his senses, a simple 
pleasure laced with a sting of ambivalence and guilt. He pondered 
Trent’s endless plight for the thousandth time. To what lengths, he 
wondered, must they have gone to impel an innocent and God-
fearing man to confess to such a malicious act? He could barely 
conceive what utter fear and hopelessness he was enduring. 

He turned his sights back to the screen and began to scroll 
down the e-mail list, stopping to read a few here and there. 
He responded simply with the two words that had become the 
campaign’s slogan— Stay Strong.

The extent of the hits was daunting; he could read only the 
subject and origination lines of most. He was looking for something 
or someone that could inspire the next step — the act that could 
take them to the next level. He was mining for gold and stumbled 
upon diamonds. The “from” column said it all — ABC News. 

They had finally listened, and now they wanted to hear from 
the voice behind the voice. For the sake of an innocent man, it was 
time to shed his mantle of anonymity. Kinnard responded boldly. 
Name the time and the place.
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Chapter 25

“BE NOT AFRAID. I go before you always.”
Trent muttered the verse again and again.
But Trent had been afraid. Very afraid. And now he realized 

that fear may have forced him into a decision that would ultimately 
cost him his life.

For four hundred and forty days he had lived in complete and 
utter confusion of the details of his seemingly endless plight. And 
though hope was fading with each passing day, there had remained 
a thin thread of optimism, however small, that his government 
would come crashing through the cinder block walls and pluck 
him from this barren hell. But now he had all but eliminated any 
chance of that fantasy.

The soldiers had concocted the perfect catch-22. And with only 
a moment to decide, he had made the choice that any reasonable 
man would make. Live in isolation for two years or eventually die 
in an existence of constant torture. 

He shifted the blood-soaked gauze wrapped tightly around 
his shoulder.

The confession had been torture in and of itself, but it was 
damage that he could repair when he finally won his freedom. 
And oh, how he longed to be free. 

But an hour earlier, his musing had turned dark. Try as he 
might to stop them, his thoughts would eventually return to the 
hard reality that had driven him into a deep and pitiful sob. For 
the extent of his imprisonment, he had not once allowed the tears 
to come. Tears were an admission of defeat. And once defeat was 
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accepted, even his faith may not keep his mind intact. But this 
new reality was too horrifying to withstand. Trent now realized 
that he may have unwittingly ensured that he would never again 
see the outside of prison walls. 

Had he made a one-sided deal? 
Had the FARC coerced his confession as a means of keeping 

the United States at arms length? 
Who else knew of the three-year deal? 
Trent felt faint at the prospect. Was it all a lie? The offer could 

never be enforced, for only he and four crooked soldiers had ever 
heard mention of the deal. He dropped his head into his hands 
and sobbed for the second time in a year, and the second time in 
an hour.
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Chapter 26

A CALL WAS PLACED TO A PRIVATE LINE in the study of the 
Rivercrest. The elder picked up slowly, certain of the words he 
would hear.

“They’re unbreakable. He has some sort of cult-like control 
over them.” The leader’s voice was filled with concern.

The elder sneered at the comment. As usual, he was one step 
ahead of the others “That’s perfect. Now we know for certain that 
they’ll fold without him. Now we make our move.”

“But we have no leads.”
“We have contacts. That’s just as good.”
“I don’t follow.”
“You don’t spend a lifetime in the public eye without making a 

few friends in the media.”
This got no reaction. 
“We’re flushing him out with an offer of national exposure.”
“He’ll never bite.”
“He already has. We have a time and a place.”
The leader shivered at the thought. “National exposure is what 

we’re trying to avoid!”
The elder sat back in his leather high-back; a satisfying 

feeling of cunning washed over him. “We’ll make the tape, then 
conveniently burn it. After that, he’s ours for the taking.”

It all came crashing together. “That’s brilliant.”
“This will all be behind us in a matter of days.”
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Chapter 27

THE DAY HAD BEEN ONE OF CONSTANT REJOICING. By 
early in the evening, it was apparent that John McCord would be 
the resounding victor in the critical thirteen-state balloting that 
had come to be known among the masses as Super Tuesday. 

Confirmation of his victory came at the stroke of midnight, as 
the California polls shut down and issued the last of their lopsided 
exit poll data. The Republican Party had a new helmsman that 
would soon raze the twelve-year Democratic rule. 

At 2:00 a.m., Peter Allen entered a jam-packed Capital 
Expo Center and made his way through a forest of Senate and 
congressional Republicans. Allen was neither bitter nor remorseful. 
The writing had been on the wall since Arizona. His approach 
was slowed by a hundred handshakes and scattered embraces. 
Allen was highly regarded and, despite a sometimes-slanderous 
campaign, his position of power in the Grand Old Party would 
remain solidly intact. And who knew? At only fifty-two, perhaps 
he would give it another go, four to eight years down the road. 
His popularity was second only to McCord’s, and conventional 
wisdom held that either candidate would crush Richard Gibbins 
head to head. So Peter Allen would keep his image intact and await 
McCord’s eventual departure. That image would be well served by 
a courteous and immediate endorsement of the next president of 
the United States of America.

Allen climbed the platform to thunderous applause. McCord, 
flanked by his wife, his son, Anna Morris, and Janelle, locked eyes 
with the man that had gone to great lengths to twist and destroy 
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his words and policies for nearly a year. A hundred times over he 
had envisioned a moment of reckoning, one in which he’d wring 
his neck and leave him to the buzzards. But McCord was aware 
that his own words and actions had not always been top shelf 
throughout the campaign and, if for no other reason, he could 
not condemn another if he himself was not beyond reproach. 
But tonight none of that mattered. Whether you win the game 
by a run or a landslide, the crucial errors and the questionable 
sportsmanship along the way are soon forgotten. 

He moved forward and greeted Peter Allen like a long-lost 
childhood friend. They shook hands long and hard and finished 
with a contrived but convincing embrace. The cameras caught 
every innuendo, every subtlety of expression. Allen whispered to 
McCord and then, with a nod, approached the podium for a ten-
minute Republican Party pep rally. Somewhere amidst the rant 
was an endorsement, weaved in shrewdly with the wit of a polished 
politician. Allen had no intent to appear as if vying for a shot at 
running mate. Far too much damage had preceded this moment 
to even consider such a notion. He ended his oration with a toast 
to the already saturated gathering; the gesture sparked a second 
wind that extended the party until the break of dawn. 

Janelle had slipped out unnoticed around 3:00 a.m. What 
little sleep she could find came in short, dream-filled spurts. 
By 6:00 a.m. she gave up on any real hope of rest and began the 
customary surfing of the major networks. Her own smiling face 
on the ballroom platform was too much to endure. She actually 
looked elated. Had she become as plastic as the rest? She took a 
long shower, then headed out for a quiet breakfast in an out-of-
the-way diner. She wouldn’t risk meeting up with the others in the 
lobby restaurant, though she doubted any were in the condition to 
rise before nine. She needed one last dose of solitude to consider 
the words she was determined and destined to utter.

Despite the difficulty of her impending resignation, the result 
of the primary was the best prelude she could have possibly hoped 
for. McCord’s victory had all but assured his nomination at the 
Republican Convention. The party delegates would exercise their 
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ceremonial formality in Birmingham and, to the surprise of none, 
grant the party nomination to John McCord. 

The conventions had become little more than parties for what 
had already been determined. While the delegates maintained 
the power of choice, never once had they gone against the voice 
of the public. The primaries were in place to determine which 
candidate had the best chance for victory in November. The 
party delegates would concur with the peoples’ choice, barring, 
of course, any drastic change in the candidate’s public image. 
Subsequently, her resignation would have no impact on McCord 
one way or another. 

A long walk followed the quiet breakfast, something she 
was becoming quite accustomed to. The adrenaline cleared and 
inspired her mind.

At noon, the time of reckoning had finally come. Janelle passed 
by the others in the D.C. office and went directly to John McCord’s 
office. She could hear him speaking on the phone, no doubt one 
of a hundred congratulatory calls; she rapped on the door and 
let herself in. McCord waved at the seat across the desk. Janelle 
sat down and turned her sights downward. She wanted this to be 
quick. She cursed herself for entering before he was through. 

McCord hurried the conversation to closure, then turned his 
sights to his soon-to-be political strategist — but something was 
amiss. And McCord picked up on it instantly.

“Janelle. . . what is it?”
“We need to talk.”
“All right, let’s talk.” A look of dire concern crossed his face.
Janelle paused much longer than any of the countless rehearsals 

had allowed for. “I’m leaving the campaign.”
McCord’s mouth fell open and the look of exuberance was 

washed away in an instant. He looked deep into Janelle’s eyes as if 
attempting to read her mind, unaware that Janelle was doing the 
same in return. If there would be a telling moment of innocence 
or guilt, it would be right now. McCord the killer would know 
at once why Janelle was departing, and the show of fear would 
be unavoidable, if only for the slightest of moments. But the 
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moment came and went without a definitive answer. And she 
felt deep and painful regret. 

She pushed on. One notion helped drown her regret. If 
McCord was one day found undeniably guilty of the murder of 
Glen Brooks, she would forever long to relive this very moment 
so she could spit in his face and curse his name. And there was no 
guarantee that that wasn’t the case. 

“Why, Janelle?” McCord’s tone was one of pleading. 
“It’s better left unsaid.” This was much more difficult than 

Janelle imagined. She needed to end it quickly. “I have my 
reasons. . .they’re personal.”

“Please, Janelle. Tell me what’s happened. What’s gone wrong?”
Janelle could feel herself losing control. She wasn’t certain she 

could speak another word without cracking. “My decision is final.”
“But we’re so close to victory.”
Janelle’s lips rehearsed a response that wouldn’t come. She shook 

her head in disgust of the moment, in disgust of John McCord, and 
in disgust of the political process. She turned abruptly and raced 
out of the office. An aimless walk soon turned into a desperate 
run through the city streets. She needed to separate herself from 
the reality of what she had just done, but the looming icons of 
the capital city were crashing down around her. She gave up her 
retreat at the foot of the Mall. The monument that once stirred 
dreams of great purpose and cause now looked as if it may topple 
down upon her. Her chest hurt from the powerful pounding of 
her heart.

What had she done? 
McCord’s stunned expression was burned into her mind. 

Compassion and rage fought an ugly battle for truth in her mind. 
And then, like a candle gently ceasing to a passing breeze, it 
was over. She dropped down on a park bench and allowed the 
warming sense of closure to slowly enfold her. A week of relentless 
contemplation and confusion was finally behind her. For the first 
time, she was entrenched in sheer exhaustion. 

An hour earlier she had packed her things and checked out 
of the Hays-Adam Hotel. She would take a flight from Dulles to 
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Seattle, where she would change airlines and board a nonstop 
to Austin. Seattle was nothing more than a means of diverting 
unwanted attention at Dulles. There were sure to be questions and 
phone calls, but in time they would pass.

Right or wrong, it was finally over — or so it seemed

�
Janelle awoke before dawn in a room that was not her own. 

The night had been a whirlwind of emotions and for a moment, 
she had no earthly idea what ceiling she was staring at.

Kinnard stuck his head though the doorway. “Morning, doll 
face. Coffee’s perkin’ and bacon’s on the griddle.

It came together in an instant. In an attempt to avoid certain trouble 
on the home front, she had bunked in Kinnard’s attic bedroom. He 
was always there when she needed him most. “How was the couch?”

“Couch? You’ve already erased last night from your memory?” 
He said with feigned disappointment. “It was a night to remember, 
doll face.”

She actually paused in a moment of confusion. Kinnard 
smirked.

“You’re a nut.”
“Get dressed and come on down. It’s a beautiful Texas 

morning.”
The aroma of gourmet coffee sifting through the vents was as 

inviting as Christmas morning. Janelle pulled on a pair of shorts 
to go with her oversized night tee, fluffed her tangles, brushed her 
teeth, and headed down. 

Kinnard was pressed against the stove, fiddling with the 
popping gristle.

“That smells real good,” she said as she fished through the 
cupboard.

“That’s my special seasoning.”
“You season your bacon?” she asked with a laugh.
Kinnard looked over his shoulder. “You’ve been spending too 

much time away. In Texas we season everything, remember?”
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She rolled her eyes at him. “Not everyone.” She stared 
through the window aside the cabinet at a canopy of oaks 
awakening to a soft golden hue. Kinnard’s promotion had not 
been without merit. The air was fresh and sweet with a hint of 
primrose. The perfect morning for a new beginning. “Where 
are Jerry and Hans?

“They’re musicians, Janelle. You won’t hear a rumble out of 
either for another couple of hours.”

Janelle poured them each a mug of piping hot Sumatra. She 
brought hers to her nose and let the aroma awaken her remaining 
senses. She blew away the steam and took a small sip. “Perfect.”

“MoJo’s only real benny.”
Janelle settled into a chair and wrapped both hands around 

the mug, feeling somehow comfortably hidden from the world 
outside their door. The thunk of the Statesman on the front porch 
brought their eyes together.

The outside world was trying to get in. 
Their eyes stayed locked for a long moment.
“We don’t have to get it, Janelle.”
She only nodded. 
Kinnard turned back around and started pulling bacon strips 

from the grill. He glanced over his shoulder again and she was 
gone. In a moment, he heard the screen door open; a moment later 
he heard her re-enter. He turned his sights back to the griddle. A 
full minute passed without her expected return. Kinnard lowered 
the heat and wiped his greasy hands on a towel.

“Janelle?” 
No answer.
He turned the corner; Janelle was plopped down on the 

floor with her back pressed against the screen door, her legs 
spread out in front of her as if she’d fallen in place. Her eyes 
stared aimlessly into the distance. The Statesman was lying 
beside her, still folded neatly.

“Janelle? What is it?” His voice cracked with confusion.
Kinnard crouched down beside her and placed his hand on 

her cheek. “Talk to me, Janelle.”
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She inhaled deeply and began to shake her head. Kinnard 
reached over and picked up the paper. A photo of Janelle graced 
the lead article; the shock of the headline told all.

new evidence links mccord to brooks tragedy: 
prominent staff member resigns amid heightened 

investigation.

Kinnard scanned the article. His eyes grew large. “They’ve 
gone public with the phone call.”

Janelle nodded.
“But you were told that the feds would sit on that information. 

That’s why he needed your help.” 
“He lied.”
“Lied! Why?”
“It was all part of the plan.”
“I’m lost. Why are they linking you to this? What’s going on?” 
Janelle had put it all together in an instant “He said that the 

whole world would know if I had done the right thing.” Her voice 
was a low mumble, her stare remained locked in the distance. “He 
had this planned from the very start.”

“He used you?”
She nodded. “You were right, Kinnard. First you resurrect the 

issue of motive, and then you go in for the kill.”
The ends began to meet in the middle. Kinnard knew the 

source before checking: 
Courtesy of the Washington Post. 
His mounting suspicions had come true with near exacting 

detail. The Post had heightened references between McCord and 
Brooks for the past two weeks, all leading to this very moment. 
And nothing highlighted the convenience of Brooks’s absence 
more than McCord’s solid victory in the thirteen-state balloting. 
And for one final nail in McCord’s coffin, his most celebrated crony 
jumps ship in perfect lockstep with new and damning evidence. 
Kinnard had been right on target up until the end. He never 
dreamed that Janelle would be the pawn in their little game.
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“Who is this guy? How could he pull this off?” Kinnard asked.
“I’m not sure. But he’s more than just a friend of Bonilla’s, that 

much I can assure you.”
They both said nothing, but their thoughts were one in the 

same. The backlash of media hounds would be like nothing they 
had ever before experienced. A twisted and contrived depiction of 
Janelle Harcourt would soon be plastered about for all the world 
to read. Nothing would be the same from this moment on for a 
very long time. 

Kinnard pivoted his stare out the front window, as if even now 
the networks and tabloids were surrounding his humble bungalow. 
And then a thought struck him. One that held a thread of hope.

“Does this exonerate McCord?”
Janelle pursed her lips then slowly shook her head. “The phone call 

is still real, and until we know otherwise, so are the photographs.”
“But it’s so obviously a setup.”
“Sure. But a setup that followed a crime, not the other way 

around.”
“So now you’re sure of his guilt?”
“No. My position is still dead center. If you’re asking if I intend 

to make it all better by going back to McCord, the answer is no. That 
bridge was crossed and burned in a matter of twenty-four hours.”

“But the press is going to demand something. Some sort of 
statement.”

“I’ll exercise my Fifth Amendment right.”
“For how long, Janelle?” 
“As long as it takes.”
“As long as what takes?”
“As long as it takes to find out the truth.”
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Chapter 28

WITHIN TEN MINUTES OF HIS MORNING ARRIVAL, Billy 
Hogarth found himself in the third floor conference room with 
each and every member of the CTC. Peter Marx stood before 
them in a torrent rage. This time Billy wouldn’t dare interrupt.

Someone had leaked highly proprietary information to the 
press, and Marx wouldn’t rest until the perpetrator was found.

In a matter of hours, John McCord would become the prime 
suspect in the death of Glen Brooks, and the court of public 
opinion would demand immediate information. 

Plans for a long-term and thorough investigation were a 
foregone dream.
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Chapter 29

“YOU CAN’T GO BACK TO YOUR PLACE. Not now, not yet. 
You can stay with me for as long as it takes.”

“But I’ll need some things.”
“We’ll buy the essentials,” Kinnard said. 
“What about in the middle of the night? What if I sneak in at 

three in the morning?”
“Uh-uh. It’s not safe. The place will be surrounded by the press 

and who knows what else. Make a list and I’ll do it.”
“But they’ll follow you.”
Kinnard waved off the notion with a stroke of his hand. “I’ll 

lead them on a wild goose chase through the Hill Country. It’ll be 
fun. They’ll never catch me, trust me. ”

Janelle slowly rose from her position on the floor. “This is 
insane, Kinnard. I don’t want you tied up in this.”

“Nonsense. I live for this kind of thing,” he said with a wink. 
“Besides, I share some blame.”

“Oh yeah, how’s that?”
“I never tried to stop you from leaving the campaign.”
This brought a look of surprise from Janelle. Kinnard had 

been there for her in her time of need, listened to every word, but 
had never steered her one way or the other. “Why do you suppose 
that is?”

“I’m a bit left of center on this, I guess.”
“You think McCord is guilty?”
“I think there’s a real good chance.”
Janelle inhaled. “I feel an odd comfort in that.”
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“You did the right thing, Janelle. And you did it the right way.”
A car rolled to a stop along the curb in front of Kinnard’s 

home. He drew back the front curtain slightly for both to see. They 
watched intently as a familiar face got out and headed toward the 
house across the street. 

“Is this how it’s going to be from here on out?” Janelle asked 
in a low monotone.

“We’ll get use to it.”
“These people are resourceful, Kinnard. They’ll ask around, 

find out who I run with. It’s just a matter of time before they have 
this place surrounded.”

“I suppose you’re right. But let’s keep this in perspective. 
They’re aiming cameras not guns.”

“I need to think of something to say, something non-committal 
that satisfies their need for a sound bite. Right now it looks as if 
I leaked the information about the phone call that was placed to 
Brooks. I want to set the record straight on that issue.”

“How do you respond to the question of McCord’s guilt?”
“I don’t.”
“They’ll see that as an indictment. Exercising the Fifth is going 

to be real damning.”
“So let it be,” Janelle said with a tone of finality.
“That’s hardly dead center.”
“Well what would you suggest?”
“Take a side, but do it with the truth. Tell them you had 

nothing to do with the leak, but you have doubts that you feel 
will hinder your ability to continue to be an effective member of 
McCord’s campaign.”

Janelle wore a look of surprise over the change in direction. 
“Now that’s an indictment.”

“The game has changed. This is a way of clearing you once 
the rest of the evidence comes out. Now that the phone call is out, 
how long do you suppose it will be before the FBI pushes the U.S. 
Attorney’s office for an indictment? Once that happens, those 
photographs will be all over the news.”

She had almost forgotten the photos. 
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“And if memory serves me correct, there’s one with you in it.”
Janelle shivered at the mention of it. “But I made a deal. I held 

up my end of it.”
“Yes, you did. But these things have a funny way of getting 

into the wrong hands, and so long as that photograph still exists, 
you have to accept the possibility that the wrong party may get its 
hands on it.” 

“And a statement clears me just in case.”
“It helps.”
The notion made good sense to Janelle. “I figure we have about 

twenty-four hours before they catch on to my whereabouts.”
“There about, I suppose.”
“What’s your schedule?”
Kinnard hesitated a moment, then, “I’ve been invited to sound 

off on Marin.”
Janelle shot him an odd look. “By who?” 
He blushed a bit. “ABC News.”
“What?” Her tone was an awkward mix of laughter and 

concern. “You can’t do that.”
“I have to.”
“But they’ll know who’s been pulling information off the 

CIA database.”
“It’s a slap on the wrist at best. We’re talking about a man’s 

life here, Janelle. No man can live a decade in isolation. National 
exposure is the only real way to get the attention of those that can 
make a difference.”

“But you have thousands in your camp already.”
“Thousands of whispers. We need to appeal to the 

conscience of the American public as a whole. Once that 
occurs, you can rest assured that the fat cat congressmen will 
be roused to action.” 

Janelle shook her head in disbelief. “You’re amazing, Kinnard. 
And all of this for a man you’ve never met.” Her look was one of 
complete admiration. “So where does this take place?”

“Downtown.”
“Here in Austin? How did they know you were here?”
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“They didn’t. It’s being recorded. I told them where I was and 
they made the necessary arrangements with the local affiliate.

“When?”
“This afternoon. I’ll be gone only a few hours, then I’ll head 

straight back.”
“I wish I could go with you.”
“Darling, if Janelle Harcourt waltzed into that studio today, 

Trent Marin would be forgotten in an instant.”
“Why am I not flattered?”
Kinnard smirked and took her hands in his. “Let’s eat.”

�
The experience of big-time television was not at all as Kinnard 

had expected. No grand introduction, no make-up crew, and most 
certainly no pretty anchorwoman.

Two men in the reception area greeted Kinnard, and then 
quickly hustled him back to a half-lit room draped with black 
vestments and strategically located lights and flash bars. Not 
terribly unlike an amateur studio for baby photos and family 
portraits; the only discernible difference was the massive camera 
propped five feet from his nose. 

The men preceded the taping with a one-sided, but stunning, 
discussion. Kinnard was being taped for a PrimeTime segment to 
air in just five days. This was far more than Kinnard could have 
possibly imagined. 

A lone crew member remained behind the camera to direct 
Kinnard’s actions with non-verbal cues. Chin up, slight head 
pivot, right shoulder forward. She moved in several times to 
adjust Kinnard’s tie-dye tee and straighten the braided wisp of 
hair hanging from his chin. With each retreat, Kinnard offered 
a wink, then slipped back into a position of comfort. She snorted 
her disapproval, then eventually gave up.

For more than an hour, Kinnard stared into the lens and 
responded feverishly to the questions being fed into a tiny earpiece.
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What makes you so certain of Trent Marin’s innocence? How 
do you explain his confession? 

And the most critical and telling of all; Why would Colombia 
deliberately deceive the United States of America?

Kinnard responded to each without so much as a moment’s 
hesitation. Responses rolled off his tongue with the confidence 
and fervor of a seasoned correspondent. 

Then, with a nod from the crewmember, it was over. She 
moved to Kinnard and began removing the wires taped to the 
back of his shirt.

“How did I do?”
She stopped what she was doing and looked him square in 

the eye. “You’re a challenge, Mr. Lythe. You’re a studio nightmare, 
quite frankly.”

Kinnard sensed a softening in her tone. “Well?”
She looked at him with a gentle smile. “You’re not quite what 

you seem, are you?” She glanced at the pewter studs lining his 
ears. “There’s more to you than meets the eye.”

He offered nothing.
She paused a moment, “You sold me,” she said with a look 

of strong sincerity. Kinnard pumped his fist. “And I think you’re 
going to open a lot of eyes.”

“Thank you. That’s all I can hope for.”
The two men from the reception area entered the room. 

“Excellent piece, Mr. Lythe.” Kinnard followed them back to 
the main reception area. “We’ll be in touch with the details of 
the segment. Your piece is excellent. We don’t anticipate any 
unforeseen complications.”

Kinnard jotted down his cell phone number. “Please call me 
for any reason at all.”

“We will, Mr. Lythe.”
Kinnard turned and left.
The men let a moment pass, then one turned to the other with 

a clear directive. “Follow him.”
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Chapter 30

“ANY RETREAT WHATSOEVER?” McCord asked.
“No, John.” Anna sat down in the chair across the desk. Three 

Secret Service men sat quietly within earshot.
“I don’t want anyone else leaving. It’s not safe.”
Anna attempted to bring some sanity to the moment. “You 

can’t force them to stay, John.”
“It’s for their own good,” his tone was sharp, not at all allowing 

for negotiation. 
Outside the doors of the campaign office stood an expanding 

wall of hungry humanity, most with mikes, cameras, and 
notepads. Many had been standing in place for nearly eight 
hours. A “no comment” egress from any of McCord’s staffers 
would not be well received. 

“We should have known better than to come here,” Anna said 
with a twist of the brow.

McCord ignored the comment. “Who’s still with us?”
“With us? Or still here?”
“Others have left?” McCord asked sheepishly.
“Just one. Martin Redmond. He left about an hour ago, said he 

wasn’t coming back.”
“Did he give a reason?”
Anna preferred not to answer. She considered feigning 

ignorance, but her eyes had already given her away. She looked 
down and replied. “He said he trusted Janelle’s instincts.”

McCord slapped his hand hard on the desk. “How can this be 
happening?” He paused to gain some degree of composure. “What 
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about the others?” Anna looked up and shrugged. “Be straight 
with me, Anna. What are you hearing?”

“Nothing, John. They’re all still here. They’re as confused by 
this whole mess as we are.”

“What about you, Anna?”
“John!” McCord pressed his elbows on the table and ran his 

fingers deep into his scalp. “I can’t believe —”
He raised his hand up, “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t lose perspective, John.” She pivoted in her chair and 

waved her arm at the inner office door. “Those people out there 
would walk through fire for you. And I would too, John.”

“That was unfair. I’m sorry,” he repeated.
The ring of McCord’s cell broke up the moment. “John McCord.”
“John, it’s Tom.”
McCord placed his hand over the receiver. “Can you guys give 

us a little space here?”
The three agents arose slowly, then moved into the outer office.
McCord looked at Anna. “It’s Jenkins.” He moved his hand 

away. “Hello, Tom.”
“Where are you, John?” 
“We’re holed up in the D.C. office for the foreseeable future.”
“What are you doing there, John? I’ll send some people to pull 

you out. You can stay with me up at the Nokonah for a while.”
“I’m fully staffed.”
“We’ll arrange for private escorts back to their homes.”
“I appreciate that.”
Jenkins snorted. “I know how the press can get, John. I’ve been 

there myself.”
“I’m sure,” McCord replied, though both knew that neither 

had seen anything of this magnitude.
“Can we be candid?” Jenkins asked.
“Shoot.”
“Any idea who may have gotten into your office and made 

that call?”
“No clue.”
“How about the girl?”
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“Not a chance. We’re talking about murder, Tom. Janelle 
Harcourt is no murderer.”

“How about a snitch?”
“Maybe. But any number of people had access to this 

information.”
“Not really, John,” Jenkins said abruptly. “The FBI has a lock 

and key on all information collected from the crime scene. Marx 
has developed a counter-terrorist group that has exclusive access 
to all the forensics.” 

“What are you getting at?”
“I’m saying that we can only hope that Ms. Harcourt made the 

call and leaked this information. If this is some sort of covert op 
from inside the bureau, this thing is going to explode in a hurry.”

“I have no enemies inside the bureau.”
“Those who are not with you are against you, John. Marx was 

handpicked by Burns; he’s a dyed in the wool liberal. It’s no secret 
that we Republicans like to choose our own directors.”

“So he’s ensuring a Democratic victory? You do realize how 
ridiculous this all sounds, Tom?”

“Perhaps.”
“What about Allen? Why leave him alone?”
“They’re too pompous to believe he’s any real threat.”
“Allen could take Gibbins apart.”
“We believe so.” Jenkins quick response brought a haunting 

silence. Neither could ignore the cold implication. Jenkins was 
never one to condescend. “This could get real ugly, John. Public 
perception is all we have in this business.” 

McCord straightened up in his chair. “What are you 
saying, Tom?”

“Now don’t be getting all worked up, John. You won those 
primaries outright and as far as I’m concerned, you’re still our 
man come June.”

“But there’s concern.”
“Yes, of course there is. We need to be very careful over the 

next few weeks. We need to find out who’s behind this before it 
gets out of hand. For the moment, we believe —”
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“Who’s ‘we’?”
“Others within the party, of course. The phone hasn’t stopped 

ringing since the Post hit my doorstep. And the networks are 
trying to line up anyone willing to talk.”

“Then call me! I’ll talk!”
“No one’s going to talk to anyone, John. And it’s my advice that 

you remain silent as well. Let the networks trip all over themselves 
for a while.”

“I’d rather kill this thing before it gets out of hand.”
“They’ll chop up your words, John. Don’t give ‘em a noose.”
McCord knew he was right. Tom Jenkins knew the game as well 

as anyone in the business. He waited for Jenkins’s next words.
“It seems your girl was brought in to this to add validity to the 

claim. Whether she was part of it from the start remains to be seen.”
The suggestion that Janelle had been working as some sort of 

mole struck a hollow pit in McCord’s gut.
“Her resignation at this time is difficult enough, John. A 

statement to the press could be too much.” 
McCord looked at Anna with sunken eyes. In twenty-four 

hours his world had moved from victory to despair. He could only 
wonder what the ensuing days would bring.

“I’ll send some people by within the hour, John.”
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Chapter 31

KINNARD LINGERED IN THE ARCHWAY, lost in a moment that 
had grown uncomfortably common. Janelle hadn’t heard him enter; 
she was propped on the couch with her long legs crossed, thumbing 
through outdated magazines and Kinnard’s collection of Britannica 
yearbooks. The setting sun seeped through the back window, 
creating a golden corona from the edges of her auburn tangles. 

She looked simply beautiful. 
He stumbled on her glance.
“I didn’t hear you come in,” she said.
“Yeah. I just got here.”
“How did it go?”
“Real good — I think. How are you?”
“I’m fine. Tell me how it went.”
“Well, it seems there’s more to it than I thought.”
“What do you mean?”
He paused a moment for effect. “They intend to use my piece 

for a Primetime segment.” He grinned ear to ear.
“Get out! That’s unbelievable, Kinnard.”
“Believe it.”
Janelle couldn’t contain her amazement. “Do you have any 

idea what kind of exposure that’s going to bring?” 
“I’ve got a hunch.” He plopped down on the couch beside her.
“That’s just too amazing, it’s unbelievable.” Her look begged 

for more.
“They plan to air it next week. They’ll be in touch with the 

details and release information.”
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She scrunched her nose and tilted her head ever so slightly.
“What?”
“It’s nothing.” She waved her hand as if to pass it off.
“What?” He asked again.
“Just a little strange, that’s all. You know, how they didn’t 

mention that little detail until you got there and all.”
Kinnard pondered it for a moment. “Maybe it scares some 

people off.”
“Yeah, maybe. Wow, Kinnard, this is just incredible.”
“Well, it’s a start.” He reached out and stroked her hair. “Are 

you all right?”
“Bored to death, but fine otherwise.”
Kinnard glanced at the remote control lying by her side 

“You’ve been peeking.”
“No.”
“A little?”
“Maybe a little,” she said with a playful pout.
“I thought we decided that wasn’t such a great idea.”
“I found out we were right.”
“Not so good, huh?”
“It’s everywhere. The man that would be king, tripped up by 

one of his own. It’s a circus.”
He grabbed the remote. “Keep it off, Janelle. Let it die down a bit.”
“And to think, they don’t even know of the photos yet.”
“I passed by your place on my way back. I don’t think you 

should be sneaking back in at any hour.”
“That bad?”
He nodded. “Lot’s of people slumped down in cars, and I saw 

two network vans parked within a city block.”
“Well I can’t go long without some things.”
“I’ve got things.”
“Not this kind of thing.”
Kinnard blushed. “Oh, I suppose you’re right. Tell me what 

kind and I’ll pick some up.”
“I’ll be fine. Eckerd’s is within the mile. I’ll wear a hat and my 

reading glasses, kind of undercover like.”
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“I don’t like it.”
“Come on, I don’t do well all cooped up.”
Kinnard knew her too well to bother with a long discussion that 

would ultimately end in defeat. “You promise not to wander?”
“I’ll be ten minutes, fifteen, max.”
“Bring your cell and call me at the first sign of trouble.” 
“OK” She offered a mock salute.
“And use my car.” He tossed her his keys.
“Fair enough.”
“I’ll be upstairs checking the site.”
“What a shock,” she smirked.
“Those videos need a good reviewing.” He looked hard into 

her eyes. “I’ll be here when you return; don’t make me worry.”
“Fifteen, max.”
Janelle scanned the cars lining the curbs as she rolled through 

the quiet bedroom neighborhood; not a thing seemed amiss. 
Trouble was a half-dozen miles away, awaiting a return that 
wouldn’t occur for several days. But Janelle knew that the more 
astute among them would soon connect the dots and flush her 
out of her tiny hideout. She had spent the day preparing for the 
very moment, rehearsing the words that were sure to be plastered 
across every paper in the nation. In a year of watching McCord 
and his rivals, she had learned one very important rule regarding 
statements: keep it short. They pick the line that fits them best. 
Don’t give them many to choose from.

The parking lot overhead lights buzzed in an effort to reach 
full illumination before the sun sank below the tree line. Janelle 
took one of many vacant spots and hurried inside. She grabbed a 
cart and quickly loaded up on her immediate needs, allowing for 
enough time to browse the shelves for whatever else might come 
in handy. Beyond the essentials, she added a little eye make-up, 
a couple of bags of nacho chips, and a few magazines. Courtesy 
would have dictated a list of Kinnard’s needs, but she knew he 
wouldn’t have offered it up; he wanted her back as soon as possible. 
She tossed in a box of tissues, a can of shaving cream, face lotion, 
and a few other depleted products she had seen crowding his 
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bathroom sink. The ring of her cell shot through her like a hot 
iron. The sensation was a cold reality that she wasn’t nearly as 
unruffled as she was pretending to be.

Kinnard’s cell phone number appeared on the caller I.D.
She hit the send button. “I still have seven minutes.”
“I can’t wait that long. You’re never going to believe what I 

just found.” Kinnard’s voice raced with excitement. “I can’t believe 
what I’m looking at.” He exhaled a troubled but intriguing laugh.

“What is it?”
“Not over the cell. This is bizarre, Janelle. I’m blown away! I 

have no idea what to make of it.”
“Tell me.”
“Come on back. You have got to see this.”
“I’m on my way.”
Janelle retreated to the register where, much to her dismay, 

she found herself fourth in line.
What in the world had Kinnard found?

�
Kinnard placed a carton of milk aside a half-filled glass at the 

sound of the porch screen slamming against the frame; he rushed 
to the door, too excited to contain himself.

“Kinnard Lythe?”
“Who are you? What are you doing in my house?” 
Two men stood before him without apology.
“So nice to finally meet.”
Kinnard turned to run, but a moment too late. A sharp blow 

to the base of his neck sent him crashing to the floor; a second 
ended all remaining consciousness.

�
Janelle did well to contain her speed on the return drive; she 

was brimming with curiosity and filled with guesses. It seemed 
obvious that Kinnard had stumbled upon something newsworthy 
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within the newjustus.com site. With hundreds, if not thousands, 
of hits per day, it was any wonder who might contact the site next. 
And what was it that could possibly exceed the excitement of the 
ABC News contact? 

She pulled to a stop along the front curb and quickly found 
herself in an almost gleeful gallop. She half expected that Kinnard 
would rush out to greet her, the newfound treasure too riveting to 
contain. But that didn’t happen. She allowed the screen door to slam 
freely behind her; still no reaction. She placed her bag of essentials 
on the floor and hurried up the steps to the attic bedroom.

“Hello?”
Nothing.
“Kinnard?” She headed back down. “Kinnard?” Her excitement 

began to slowly deflate. 
Had this just been a ploy to ensure her quick return? That was 

way out of character. “Is anyone here?” She peaked inside both 
Jerry’s and Hans’s bedroom doors. Nothing but empty rooms with 
unmade beds. 

In a matter of twenty minutes she had gone from smothered 
child to lonely orphan. She sat down at the kitchen table, resolved 
to await his sudden reappearance. Five minutes passed with 
nothing but muffled creaks from the seventy-year-old home. A 
thought struck her. She headed out back to the garage and peeked 
in the side window. Her Jeep was still hidden behind the closed 
door. Wherever he had gone, he had gotten there on foot, and that 
meant he couldn’t be far. 

“Kinnard?” She called out three times, each with increasing 
volume. Her curiosity was quickly turning to disdain. “Don’t make 
you worry,” she grumbled. “You don’t seem real worried, Kinnard. 
How about me? How about not making me worry?” She headed 
back inside and went directly upstairs.

“If you jump out at me, you’re a dead man, Kinnard.” Her 
voice reverberated like a shout in an empty warehouse. An eerie 
silence ensued. The glow of the computer monitor pulled her in. 
She shook the mouse and braced for what she might see. The 
anticipation exceeded the revelation; there was nothing but a long 
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string of e-mails. The names and subject lines meant nothing at 
all. She paid particular attention to the new submissions. Only a 
half-dozen with the current date had been opened; and still they 
meant nothing. Not one raised so much as an eyebrow.

Trent Marin’s four video files were minimized at the bottom of 
the screen, each clearly marked with dates of submission.

Had Kinnard unveiled something in one of the videos?
Surely not. He had reviewed each to a point of clinical 

obsession. And he wasn’t alone. Thousands of others had no doubt 
replayed the videos time and again; surely they would have shared 
any questionable findings. 

She maximized the first, the only one of the four that she had 
not yet seen. With the exception of the one containing Trent Marin’s 
confession, the others were virtually the same. Perhaps her angle 
was wrong altogether. Maybe, for once, Kinnard’s exuberance had 
come from a source other than the site. She looked around for 
some sort of telltale sign or clue to the troubling puzzle. But the 
room was neat and orderly; there would be no gold to be mined 
here. She headed back down to find and to lightly scold.

“Kinnard, Kinnard, come out wherever you are?” Her tone 
was laced with mounting frustration. It was apparent she had no 
choice but to wait it out. She opened her sack of essentials and 
started laying the items on the kitchen counter. She picked up the 
phone with her free hand and dialed Kinnard’s cell, after five rings 
the voice mail kicked in. An instant before she could begin her 
sarcastic diatribe, her focus was diverted by an opened carton of 
milk and a half-filled glass sitting aside the sink. Two items that 
had most certainly not been there before. She dropped the phone 
back down into the cradle and approached the glass like a medical 
examiner discovering a suspicious bruise. 

“Is anyone here?” she said aloud. Still alone. She mumbled, 
“What fire chased you out of here with such urgency, Kinnard?” 
Her face was twisted with confusion. “What happened, Kinnard? 
Where are you?” Her voice shook with a mounting sense of panic.
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Chapter 32

AT THE STROKE OF MIDNIGHT, Janelle Harcourt entered the 
North Austin 23rd Precinct Police Headquarters. Several preceding 
calls had urged her patience. It was apparent that a three-hour 
absence of a twenty-eight-year-old male wouldn’t result in a massive 
search. But in the state of Texas, a missing person of any age does 
warrant the formality of detailed documentation. Janelle filled out a 
half-dozen cursory forms, then was escorted to a small room with 
a single table and two hard plastic chairs. After Janelle spent twenty 
minutes staring at a plain white wall, a uniformed officer of middle 
age, with thick black hair and an enduring curl in his brow, entered 
the room — not at all the comforting visage that Janelle desperately 
needed. The aura changed in an instant with what was previously 
unwanted recognition. The curl loosened ever so slightly.

“You’re Janelle Harcourt,” he said, with something that blended 
a smile with intrigue.

Indeed she was. 
And like a bolt of lightning, it was plain to see that the 

revelation of her unwanted fame could now become her greatest 
asset. A means that hadn’t before crossed her mind. As for intent 
to remain incognito, that had been washed away the moment she 
passed though the station door. Her presence alone had virtually 
ensured a leak that would lead to a wave of media attention. For 
the sake of Kinnard, that was a wave she was prepared to ride. 

“Yes, I am.”
He settled his fit frame down on the hard plastic and placed 

Janelle’s documents in front him. “I’m Officer Hart. James Hart.” 
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The officer’s smile gave into the look of intrigue. “What can we 
help you with tonight, Ms. Harcourt?”

“A friend of mine —” she stumbled on revealing his name, then 
with a moment’s thought, pushed forward with a new found attitude of 
full disclosure. “A friend of mine, Kinnard Lythe, has disappeared.”

The officer scanned the briefs and huffed. “I see that.” He 
thumbed through the papers, knowing exactly where to look for 
the most crucial detail. “Your friend has been missing for all of 
three hours,” he said, looking at his wristwatch. “Is that correct, 
Ms. Harcourt?”

“I know this sounds paranoid —”
“A little odd, perhaps.”
“But I’m certain that something terrible has happened.”
The officer straightened up in his seat and gave her a look of 

understanding. “Go on.”
“I’ve been staying with Kinnard for the past twenty-four hours 

or so, hiding from the press quite frankly.” She studied his eyes for 
the extent of his knowledge of her plight. She sensed he was fully 
informed. “Against Kinnard’s wishes, I stepped out this evening 
for just a short while. Needed some essentials, you know.”

“All right.”
“When I returned, he was gone. I haven’t seen him since.”
“Maybe he’s on the town,” he said in a tone that was searching, 

rather than believing.
“He’s not on the town. It was all I could do to be granted a 

fifteen-minute sabbatical from his watchful eye. There’s no possible 
way he would leave me alone right now.”

“OK, let’s start with the customary approach. Have you 
contacted friends and family?”

Janelle squirmed in her chair. “His roommates are playing 
down at Antone’s; I spoke with them.”

“And nothing?”
“No.”
“What about family?”
“His folks are every bit as missing as he is. They wouldn’t know 

it if he was gone a month.”
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“Who else?”
“That’s all.” The curl returned to Officer Hart’s brow; Janelle 

reacted strongly to the shift in demeanor. “I don’t need to talk to 
anyone else, Officer Hart. Something has happened to Kinnard, 
something terrible,” her tone was firm.

Officer Hart raised his hands in defense, “Please, Ms. Harcourt, 
we want to help. Let me be clear about that. This precinct handles 
over five hundred missing person claims each year. We take each 
one very seriously.”

“And I suppose most are cherub-faced angels.”
“Actually, no. Nationwide, there are over one hundred 

thousand missing persons on record, only a small percentage of 
which are adolescents. Some have gone AWOL under a crushing 
weight of financial debt; some have left to escape an abusive 
relationship, and so on and so on. But the majority are a mystery, 
people with wonderful but normal lives that simply vanish into 
thin air. Background checks fail to uncover any known enemies or 
creditors — or any anyone at all, for that matter — with motive to 
silence or punish them in any way. It’s as if they’ve quite literally 
disappeared from the face of the earth.” 

Janelle listened with dread to the discouraging words.
“And then there’s the other group of individuals, those with 

adversaries that are loaded with motive. These are the cases that 
are most commonly resolved.”

“Resolved? You mean found?” she asked with encouragement.
Officer Hart stamped out the momentary hope. “In one 

form or the other, Ms. Harcourt.” He paused at her demoralized 
reaction. “I don’t mean to alarm you, Janelle, but it’s customary to 
inform you of the dismal success rate of our claims. Conversely, 
it’s important for you to understand that our success rate goes up 
exponentially when we have all the information possible at our 
disposal. If Kinnard is in fact the victim of foul play, we’ll need to 
know everything possible regarding his dealings and relationships. 
Don’t hold anything back.” 

“Of course — anything.”
“Let’s start with the last twenty-four hours. Who’s seen 
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him? Where has he been? Tell me everything that you think 
might be pertinent.”

Janelle pointed her chin upward in thought. “Perhaps I should 
go back a bit further.”

“If you feel it’s pertinent. Go ahead.”
“You’ve probably presupposed that this has something to do 

with my current situation.”
Hart cocked his head at the notion. “Yes. Unless of course 

you’re both up to your elbows in alligators.”
“Quite possibly we are. You see, Kinnard Lythe is the wizard 

behind the curtain of a very popular Web site known as newjustus.
com, and I’m afraid there are those that aren’t real pleased with the 
allegations he’s been spreading.”

Hart mumbled the site address to himself as if it struck a chord; 
he couldn’t quite put it together. “What exactly is newjustus.com?”

“It’s a site dedicated to the socio-political issues of the day. 
Kinnard has been managing it from his home in Hyde Park for the 
past three years. The site had never gained much attention until 
Kinnard locked in on the incarceration of U.S. envoy Trent Marin. 
He’s posted videos of Marin in captivity and offered his rendition 
of the facts on an ongoing basis. He’s even assembled rallies to 
gain public awareness of the injustice.”

Hart perked up at the mention of Marin. “I’ve heard some 
of the boys speak of this.” His voice had a ring of excitement. 
“This is the guy being held in Colombia, right? The one 
convicted of rape.”

“Yes and no. He’s in Colombia, but the charges are trumped up 
to keep the U.S. government at bay.” Janelle winced at the sound 
of her own voice. She had never totally bought in to Kinnard’s 
theories, but now everything seemed possible. At least until 
Kinnard was standing safely in front of her.

“I see. And how is it exactly that you think this would be 
connected to Kinnard’s disappearance? You’re not implying that 
Marin’s captors are trying to stifle his site, are you?” He squinted 
his eyes and smirked at the tabloid nature of the insinuation.

“I don’t even know for certain who Trent Marin’s captors are.”
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The statement left Hart puzzled. “I thought it was the 
Colombians.”

“Yes, it is. But what faction or rebel group is still unclear, 
at least to Kinnard and his many followers. It’s all very 
complicated.”

“Uh-huh.” Hart stroked his chin in contemplation. He checked 
the notes he had begun to scribble on the back of Janelle’s forms. 
“Where did Kinnard get these videos?”

Janelle rehearsed the truth to herself, then shifted gears. “I’m 
not sure.”

Hart’s glare lasted longer than after the previous responses. 
Janelle did well to display her best poker face.

“How long has Kinnard been feeding the public with this 
information?”

“Six months. Eight maybe.”
“And why do you suppose they chose now to act, Janelle?” He 

looked up from his scribbles. “Why did they wait so long?”
Janelle’s eyes glazed over in a subtle act of frustration. “Because 

Kinnard was working anonymously until just six hours ago.” She 
came back to focus. “Kinnard was interviewed by the ABC News 
affiliate here in Austin earlier this evening. He looked right into 
the camera and shared his theories surrounding the imprisonment 
of Trent Marin for all the world to hear. They intend to use it in a 
Primetime segment next week.”

“Now there’s something.” Hart slapped his hand down on the 
table. He scribbled more notes, then looked up with a grin. “How 
long did you plan on sitting on that little ditty, Ms. Harcourt?”

“I was getting to it.”
“I see. Do you have a photograph of Kinnard?”
Janelle pulled a wallet-sized picture from her purse, glanced at 

it for a moment, then handed it to Hart. She watched his eyes as 
he took in the essence of Kinnard Lythe, studded ears, creatively 
sculptured facial hair. She wondered if he picked up on the bit of 
wool poncho gracing the bottom of the photo.

Hart seemed unmoved, a seasoned veteran. “That’ll do.” 
“So what do you think, Officer Hart? The very day that Kinnard 
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goes mainstream, he turns up missing. I’m not sure how to connect 
the dots, but I’d say that’s awfully coincidental, wouldn’t you?”

Hart jotted a few notes, then nodded slowly. “I’d be a fool to 
disagree, Janelle.”

“Thank you.”
“We’ll put some people on it right away. You’ll need to answer 

a few more questions for the clerk before you go. We’ll be in touch 
if we need anything else.”

“Or if you have a lead?”
“Of course.”
Janelle contemplated a final question, then blurted it out 

against her own instincts, “Are the odds in our favor?”
Hart’s face told an answer he wasn’t willing to utter. “We take 

them one case at a time, Janelle.”
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Chapter 33

THE PAST SIX HOURS HAD GONE BY in a blurry and contorted 
haze. Janelle hadn’t allowed herself so much as a peak at a clock for 
what must have been three or four hours. Time was not her friend. 
She knew all too well what havoc each tick wreaked on her odds of 
success. The tiny clock at the bottom of the monitor finally drew 
her in: three-fifteen. 

Time was on hyper-speed.
She figured she had been replaying Trent Marin’s video for at 

least an hour, feeling no more enlightened than when she started. 
She entered “Missing Persons” into Yahoo and received an 

exhaustive list of desperate sites from loved ones clutching to hope 
with little real progress. Aside each digital photo were the critical 
details of the individual and the date last seen. The former filled 
Janelle with a crippling gloom — many had been searching for 
more than a decade!

The porch screen slammed against the frame. Jerry and Hans 
return. Word of Kinnard’s disappearance revived life to their 
weary eyes.

“Can you think of anywhere he might have gone?” Janelle 
asked.

“Kinnard would never pull something like this, Janelle,” Jerry 
said firmly.

Janelle forced her hands through her unkempt tangles.
“Who would come after Kinnard?” Jerry mumbled aloud.
“What could he have found on the site?” Hans asked.
“I’m lost. I’ve found nothing,” Janelle answered.
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Hans looked down in contemplation. “We need to get the 
word out.”

“The police have people on it,” Janelle replied.
Hans shook his head. “We need widespread help.” 
Jerry knew where he was headed. “Where’s the digital camera?”
Janelle caught on. “You want to use the site?”
“It’s time his followers learn his real identity. We can get word 

out to thousands in a matter of seconds.”
Hans returned from the kitchen with the camera in hand. “All 

we need is one decent photo.” It took but a moment to find what 
he was looking for. He smiled at the sight of his lifelong friend 
looking back at him. “We’re going to find you, buddy.” 

�
Morning found Janelle seated in an upright position on 

Kinnard’s bed. Jerry was asleep by her side, both still fully dressed, 
shoes and all. She checked her watch: six forty-five. Sleep had 
crept up on them like a cat, ostensibly while they were in full 
conversation. A few more hours were now logged in the chrons 
of Kinnard’s absence. Janelle’s headache was worse than any 
booze-induced hangover could ever cause. Any lingering thread 
of hope that Kinnard had merely escaped for the evening was now 
completely dashed.

Janelle nudged Jerry; they both headed down. Hans was seated 
at the kitchen table with a mug of Sumatra.

“Anything?” Janelle asked with little hope.
He only stared. 
She took his silence and weary eyes as a negative. He spoke 

up when Janelle turned toward the door. “Stay put, Janelle. I’ll 
get the paper.” He rose and moved toward the front porch; mid-
stride, he spoke of his concern. “Your whereabouts are no longer 
a mystery.”

Janelle’s anticipation of the backlash soothed the effect. “I 
expected as much.” She peeked around the front curtain at a line 
of cars and SUVs parked along the curb on either side of the street; 
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two network vans were worked into the mix. The passengers made 
no attempt to hide their forms.

Hans grabbed the paper and quickly ducked back inside. 
Half a dozen car doors were flung open and then slammed shut 
with his swift retreat. Their patience told of their confidence 
that Janelle was inside. They would simply sit tight until she 
finally gave in. A rear-door exit was sure to render the same 
attention. 

“They’re aiming cameras, not guns,” Janelle said.
“OK,” Jerry and Hans responded in unison.
“That’s how Kinnard put it,” Janelle said softly. “And now those 

cameras may just be our friends.”
Jerry cocked his head in thought. “Your plea for Kinnard’s 

return will be cut right out of the sound bite, Janelle.”
“So let’s use a prop. Can we run a legal size of our digital 

picture?”
Jerry deferred to Hans. “Sure,” he said with a shrug.
“Color?”
“Laser quality.”
“Great. I’ll hold it right next to my face; see if they can cut 

that out.”
“I’ll run one off.” Hans headed upstairs. 
Janelle began to pace.
“Can I ask what you intend to say?” Jerry asked.
“I’ll start and finish with Kinnard; in between I’ll tell them I 

am unable to continue to serve Senator McCord.”
“They’ll want more.”
“I’ll tell them that the evidence against John McCord has created 

enough doubt to preclude my ability to do my job effectively.”
“No mention of the man with the photos?”
“Not so long as I’m in one of them. It’s best to keep him 

satisfied; anyhow, it sounds too far-fetched to believe.”
“And what about Kinnard? How much do you tell them there?”
“I’ll tell them that Marin’s captors wanted to silence him.”
“Wow! That’s bound to stir interest.”
“That’s the intent.” 
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Hans returned with the photo. “Hot off the press.”
They gathered around it in a moment of silence. “This is about 

two weeks old,” Hans said. Kinnard was seated at the kitchen table 
with a trademark grin. “Hope no one can tell he was plastered,” 
Jerry said coolly.

“It’s perfect,” Janelle responded softly, her eyes not leaving her 
trusted soul mate. She looked in the mirror hanging in the foyer 
and fluffed her hair; somehow appearance had dropped off the list 
of concerns. “Here goes.”

“Wait. Should we be with you?” Their tall lanky frames looked 
no more menacing than Janelle’s.

“No. It looks too defensive. I want this to be an open and 
unforced exchange.”

“We’ll be right behind the door in case of trouble.”
“Fair enough.” Janelle stepped onto the front porch step like a 

Christian into the lions’ den. 
Here I am. Come and get me.
Twenty doors opened in unison. Janelle raised the photograph 

beside her face and pressed her back against the door to ensure 
she wasn’t surrounded. The carnivores moved in. 

She allowed them to get in position, then filled the cameras 
and mikes with her pre-determined script. Talk of Kinnard was 
interrupted by questions of McCord. She expected nothing less. 
Accusations of such magnitude shadowed news of an unknown 
missing person.

A cub reporter with KXAN tossed out a question that brought 
the gathering to a momentary silence.

“Did John McCord make that call to Glen Brooks?
Janelle answered without hesitation. “I’m unable to answer 

that question at this time.”
“Under the advice of counsel?”
“No. Because I don’t know for certain who made that call.”
“But you suspect it was Senator McCord, or at least orchestrated 

by the senator.”
“As stated, the evidence has created doubt.”
“Did you have any knowledge of the senator’s intent?”
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“That’s absurd!” She hadn’t considered such a damning 
implication.

The reporter was unmoved by the harshness of her response.
“How did you learn of the call, Ms. Harcourt? Your resignation 

preceded public knowledge.” The press corps was content with his 
line of questioning; save for some jousting from the rear, most 
were willing to let him continue.

The moment of truth — or half-truth. “I received an 
anonymous call.”

“And that was enough to bring upon your resignation?” The 
cub reporter intended to be relentless.

A pregnant pause was death; she considered pleading the 
Fifth, a lesser of two evils, though damaging in itself. The sharks 
moved in for the attack. She felt the door being pressed against 
her back; Jerry and Hans were coming to her rescue. She looked 
over her shoulder through the screen door. “Not yet, guys.” They 
backed off slightly. 

“Other concerns preceded that call; that’s all I care to share at 
this time.” And in a single statement, Janelle had fortuitously given 
kerosene to a burning political ember.

The next moment washed all color from her face and left her 
wobbling on an otherwise solid foundation. A cameraman handed 
the young parvenu a manila folder seemingly on cue.

“I suppose these may be high on that list of concerns.” He pulled 
a photo from the folder and shoved it in Janelle’s face. McCord and 
Bonilla had returned at the most unexpected of moments. She knew 
her reaction was critical. Her position on McCord’s guilt was teetering 
from just left of center, to a full-blown accusation. In a moment of 
breakneck consideration, she responded with the most obvious of 
remarks. “I’ve never seen these photographs before in my life.” Her 
tone portrayed better mendacity than the flush in her cheeks. 

“No rational person would take such drastic steps with merely 
a hunch and an anonymous phone call, Ms. Harcourt.” He held 
two of the photos up high. “Were you aware that Senator McCord 
knew Parejo Bonilla?”

He didn’t allow her to respond.
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“Did you know Parejo Bonilla?”
Janelle shook noticeably. Her greatest fear was coming to 

roost. What remained in the reporter’s envelope?
Had the man kept his promise? 
She turned and looked through the screen; Jerry and Hans 

shrugged, as confused as she. She looked down at the Statesman 
still folded in Hans’s hand. He wouldn’t need to look beyond the 
opening headline for explanation.

mccord no stranger to brooks’s killer

Three photos of McCord and Bonilla were posted above the 
fold. It was now clear that all present had already been aware of 
the existence of the photos. The fall of John McCord was about to 
become an avalanche.

Janelle’s eyes burned into the manila folder, then shifted to 
the third and yet undisclosed photograph. A potential damning 
bombshell, or merely the third in the series of McCord/Bonilla 
exchanges? The reporter offered no resolve to Janelle’s feverish 
angst; he tucked all three into the folder and handed it back to his 
partner in crime.

He paused a moment with an abhorrent look of high self 
regard, “Did John McCord hire Parejo Bonilla to kill Glen Brooks, 
Ms. Harcourt?”

Janelle was content to express her suspicions and allow them 
to wallow in a sea of conjectures, but she would not be the one to 
drive the final nail into John McCord’s coffin. Now was not the 
time to either plead or condemn.

“I believe it would be irresponsible to rush to judgment based 
merely on the evidence we have today.”

She turned away to an explosion of clamor. She tucked back 
behind the safety of the door, a second before she was pinned 
against it.

Jerry took Kinnard’s photo and taped it to the screen. They 
turned their lenses down in a solemn retreat. Not an inch was 
traveled on the road to find their missing friend.
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Chapter 34

“SHOW HIM SOME ATTENTION, DADDY.” Lacey Hogarth 
took the plastic spoon from Billy’s hand. “I’ll do it; you go on.”

“Sorry, baby.” Billy leaned over and kissed the back of young 
Will’s head. “Your mama’s coming to the rescue, big guy.”

Lacey Hogarth took the jar of stewed carrots from Billy and 
sat down beside Will’s high chair. “What’s got your interest, 
honey?” Billy’s eyes were glued on the portable Sony television 
propped up on the kitchen counter of their comfortable but 
postage stamp-sized cape cod in lower D.C. suburbia. Billy 
and Lacey found the perfect fixer-upper with a price to match; 
three months of long nights and tireless weekends had turned 
someone’s shambles into their own little piece of heaven. Despite 
the modest wage Billy earned as a first-year agent, Lacey traded in 
her Memphis State diploma for the honored but tight-budgeted 
profession of motherhood. 

Lacey’s eyes found the object of his interest in Janelle Harcourt. 
Little Will cried his disapproval over the altered attention. “What 
is it, honey?”

Billy shook his head. “I’m not sure, Lace. Just something odd 
about that woman, can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“What’s with the photo?”
Billy shrugged, “Not sure. She said something about a 

missing friend.” 
“What’s the connection?”
“There is none. Not that I know of.”
“She didn’t offer a connection?” Lacey said strangely.
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“Not that I can tell. She said he controls a Web page that’s been 
making some noise of late. I’ve heard a thing or two about it.”

“Did she offer a reason for leaving the campaign?”
“She confirmed that it has to do with the accusations 

against McCord.”
“Obviously.”
“She must have known of the photos of McCord and Bonilla. 

Marx must be going through the roof.”
“Did she confirm that that was the evidence that caused 

her suspicions?”
“No. She’s being real careful with her words.”
“Well, she is an attorney; she’s trained to be cautious.”
“I suppose,” Billy said ineffectively. 
“Motive and opportunity must meet head on, isn’t that what 

you always say? I see plenty of opportunity, but not a shred of 
motive, in fact quite the opposite.”

Billy said nothing; his eyes remained on the CNN sound 
bites of Janelle’s statement to the crowd of reporters. “There’s just 
something about her,” he mumbled.

“I thought the director was the primary suspect?” Lacey said 
with a guarded smirk.

Billy clicked off the television and set the remote on the 
countertop. He snorted and shook his head. “Motive and 
opportunity don’t always ensure action. Besides, if Marx is involved 
in any way, he would be the first to welcome a leak implementing 
someone else.”

“Maybe he’s putting on a pretty good show.”
“No, Lace. You had to be in that room; he’s livid about the leak. 

It’s all just right-wing propaganda.”
Lacey popped a spoonful of carrots into Will’s eager mouth; 

a tiny smile formed between his round cheeks. He stared at his 
mother with sparkling blue eyes, then regurgitated the carrots 
onto his chin. 

“I’ll be in the den, baby.”
Billy entered the ten-by-ten base-level bedroom, eloquently 

renamed “the den.” He pulled a pad of paper from the desk stationed 
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beneath a porthole of a window. He turned on the computer on 
the corner of the desk, though it would have no immediate use. 
He dropped himself onto his weathered chair and summoned the 
gods of abstruse thought. He scratched three names onto the pad, 
then studied each as if the answers to his puzzle were somehow 
hidden in the pencil lead. 

“Which one of you had Bonilla killed?” he mumbled. He 
retraced the name of Peter Marx. “How about you, chief? Are you 
fooling us all? Maybe those Republicans have you pegged. Are you 
making sure you won’t get the ax anytime soon?” 

Billy wrote out “Motive” to the right of the names and 
underlined it. He wrote “job security” alongside Peter Marx. 
He pursed his lip and shook his head. “Ain’t no shame in being 
removed for partisan reasons. And the money you could make 
on the outside — I can’t imagine what you’d be worth. Less stress, 
more money, and a lasting legacy.” Billy marked a three on a scale 
of ten next to Marx’s motive.

“Opportunity” and “Concerns” were the next columns written. 
Marx received a solid ten for opportunity. “Sorry, chief. You have 
the evidence and the power.” Billy tapped his pencil rhythmically 
on the desk, reviewing each of Marx’s rants in his mind. He wrote 
“fraudulent courier” beneath “Concerns.” “It was just way too 
convenient to have that courier passed off as fraudulent, boss.” He 
gave this a neutral five. 

Then came the gut check. Marx passed this with flying colors. 
“I think you’re clean as a whistle on this one, Director. And when 
I clear your name, perhaps a little promo is in order.” 

The most popular suspect was next. Without hesitation, Billy 
wrote a ten under “Motive” beside John McCord’s name. “That’s 
no great revelation. An easy ten. Knock off Brooks and silence 
Bonilla all at once.”

He moved to the third column and filled in what was now 
widely publicized evidence. The phone call, the photos; McCord 
would pay hell talking his way around both of these. But they were 
still circumstantial, no matter how tantalizing they were to the 
press. They received an eight for damage potential.
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With two strikes on him and looking at a hanging curve, John 
McCord needed to hit one out of the park on the final column. He 
wrote a one beneath “Opportunity.” 

Hours of frustration had finally rendered the critical 
intelligence that could all but clear John McCord’s name, at least 
to Billy’s line of thinking.

Billy had stolen every possible minute for the past two weeks in 
the search of Parejo Bonilla’s next of kin. He had emptied a burlap 
marble bag filled with quarters into what was probably the Beltway’s 
last remaining enclosed phone booth, conveniently hidden from 
the road. Though it was the CTC’s edict to find Bonilla’s killer, 
something didn’t smell right. Until he was able to narrow the field 
of suspects, he preferred his efforts to remain anonymous. 

The bureau had no knowledge of anyone coming forward to 
claim any connection with Parejo Bonilla, and even his body had 
been returned to the Colombian government without concern 
for its final resting place. Billy was left with a list of ten thousand 
Bonilla’s, a scratchy phone line, and a heavy dialect and language 
barrier to contend with. He was searching for a single soul who 
could corroborate the belief that Parejo had returned to his 
native land following eight years of incarceration. The Colombian 
government proved to be less help than the Miami Federal 
Detention Center. Billy didn’t push the issue. 

He reviewed his premise: if Bonilla had, in fact, been extradited, 
it was possible, albeit difficult, for McCord to have arranged his 
return to the States to exact his act of violence. A private plane 
with ample greased palms could easily whisk through protected 
airspace and traditional customs checks. McCord had both the 
tools and the influence to coordinate the iniquitous visit.

But that’s not how it happened.
At the bottom of the burlap bag, two chunks of silver and 

nickel transformed to gold. Billy’s persistence paid off; a meager 
woman claiming to be Parejo’s daughter answered his call. There 
was certainly nothing to gain from such an admission, in fact quite 
the opposite. With the slightest of prodding, she told how Parejo 
Bonilla’s only return to his native land had come posthumously. 
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She had waited eight long years for her father’s return, but it never 
came. She buried his body under a tree beside her mother and two 
sisters. Billy could only wonder what kind of existence she had 
endured in her young life to embrace so dearly a man who had 
proudly made his living as a soldier of the FARC.

Billy had the answer he needed to confirm his suspicions. But 
he knew the link would serve as nothing more than fuel for his own 
inquest. Parejo’s daughter lacked both credibility and availability 
to rescue McCord from tribulations. But it was enough for Billy. 

Bonilla had never been extradited from the United States, and 
that meant he had never entirely been released from the U.S. penal 
system. He had left the Miami Federal Detention Center, just not as a 
free man, as everyone was left to believe. So was it possible that Parejo 
Bonilla had been cut a deal? A deal that assured his early release for 
the simple execution of Glen Brooks? Bonilla is granted his freedom 
for killing the man that put him away, and the conductor of this 
heinous, but brilliant scheme, rests comfortably on the reasonable 
public deduction that Bonilla had been exacting revenge. And then 
Bonilla’s ensuing death silences the truth forever. 

The “who” and “why” remained unanswered. But the “who” 
needed the power and influence to orchestrate Bonilla’s temporary 
pass and, as before, Billy was certain that could not be John 
McCord. “Gut Check” — two.

Billy circled the third name several times before giving it 
the three-column scrutiny. This suspect was certainly not the 
mastermind behind Brooks’s death, but had she been involved?

Janelle Harcourt received a five for motive. But he knew only 
scant facts of her background and even less of her relations. Why 
would a woman with such promise and potential play a part in a 
murderous scheme? Blackmail or money. The first would require 
intimate details that Billy may never gain access to. The second 
was his bailiwick. If he could find missing assets and underhanded 
transactions perpetrated by third-world desperados, he could 
certainly trace an influx of funds to an unsuspecting American. 

He retraced “Money” until the paper began to tear, then 
crossed it from the list. Youth affords aspirations of spellbinding 
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grandeur, a mystical phase when all the world is possible, most 
certainly for a scholar of Janelle’s lofty standing. Too early in life to 
risk it all. The five became a three. 

Unlike Marx and McCord, Janelle Harcourt could not be 
anything more than a supporting cast member, a mole in the 
McCord camp cleverly assigned to derail the senator in the event 
that his campaign gained momentum. The notion couldn’t be 
entirely dismissed. Janelle had ample opportunity, ten, and her 
early knowledge of the evidence of against McCord smacked of 
intellectual arbitrage. Had she helped create the evidence? The 
possibilities were endless. “Concerns,” nine. 

The gut check leaned heavily in Janelle’s favor. Billy gave her a less 
than incriminating four. Like Marx, opportunity didn’t ensure action.

Billy threw the pad onto the desk and leaned his big frame 
back on the wheeled office chair. He stared out the tiny porthole at 
a songbird perched on the limb of a live oak scraping at the glass. 

So what had he learned? He felt a twinge of defeat. He was 
nowhere — three up and three down, or at least none were strong 
suspects. He wouldn’t entirely write off any of them.

Who else?
He wrote Peter Allen beneath Janelle. His training had taught 

him to never entirely clear a potential suspect. Time and twists 
continually altered the criteria. From the onset, Allen had been 
exonerated for his obvious lack of motive. The death of Glen Brooks 
had crippled his campaign. Every hand Brooks shook, every ad he 
ran, had proved to be a blow to the McCord campaign. Simply 
put, the death of Glen Brooks had appeared to serve only Senator 
John McCord. But now that had turned one hundred and eighty 
degrees. And Billy was quite certain that shift was the product of 
rigorous detail and devious foresight. In the space of two days, 
Peter Allen’s motive shifted from non-existent to a big fat ten! 

And what of the opportunity and concerns? If the provider of 
the photographs had truly duped the well-trained security staff of 
the J. Edgar Hoover Building with phony credentials, then Allen 
had as much chance of being the eye behind the lens as all the 
others. But what about Bonilla? What power did Allen have to 
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pluck Bonilla from behind prison walls? Billy tapped the pencil 
until the lead snapped. His frustration was mounting. Allen had 
no more influence with the U.S. penal system than McCord. Allen 
received a gut check five. 

Billy clung to his line of thought. The early absolved were all 
up for critical review.

He jammed his pencil into the electric sharpener, pulled it out, 
and blew the excess scrapings from the tip. He methodically wiped 
the debris from the pad, then straightened it on the desk. He knew 
who came next, he just wasn’t sure if he was ready to put pencil 
to paper. He envisioned the pad being bagged and cataloged, then 
scrutinized by the bureau’s forensic lab — all in an attempt to find 
the missing agent, the missing husband, the missing father. Billy 
was going it alone, and whoever had choreographed this act of 
violence wouldn’t take well to a young agent meddling with their 
perfectly laid plans.

He stared out the porthole at the tiny songbird, a digitally 
created operative perched on a limb, recording all of his actions, 
relaying the contents of the list to a covert command center in 
a remote mountain hideaway. Billy stood up and knocked at 
the glass. The winged spy flew away, no doubt in search of more 
trouble in the quiet suburban town. 

Billy snorted. “Get a grip, Hogarth,” he chuckled nervously to 
himself. He regrouped and wrote the next name slowly on the pad.

Richard Gibbins.
He stared at it. Marx was big; this took it one step further. 

Like Allen, the Gibbins campaign had been initially devastated by 
Brooks’s death. But not anymore. If damage control proved unable 
to rescue John McCord from the ensuing backlash of the newly 
released evidence, then the upcoming Republican Convention was 
sure to become a Grand Ole Party for Peter Allen. A competent, 
but far less difficult, opponent for Richard Gibbins.

It was not inconceivable to give Gibbins straight tens across 
the board. He thought better of writing it out. In a moment of 
fatuous paranoia, he wrote straight fours across the columns. He 
knew better, he just didn’t dare scratch it on the pad. Billy had 
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himself a lead suspect, and now more than ever before, he had no 
idea what to do next. 

He shook the computer mouse to awaken the sleeping monitor 
and went immediately to the Web. He sat a moment in intense 
concentration before it came to him, the clever and catchy domain 
name that was at the core of Janelle Harcourt’s other calamity. And 
within seconds he entered the world of newjustus.com.
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Chapter 35

“JANELLE, THANK GOD. I had no idea how to reach you,” 
Miriam said.

“Have you heard about Kinnard?” she asked without hesitation.
“Yes, dear. I just can’t believe it. Are you OK, Janelle?”
“No. Everything is a mess.” Janelle paced the kitchen floor.
Jerry and Hans were only feet away, plopped down on the 

couch and surfing the cable stations for the endless replays of 
Janelle’s statement. Neither was leaving any time soon.

“Where are you?”
“At Kinnard’s. His roommates are with me. My statement 

did nothing to drive away the press. The streets are still lined.”
“That’s not surprising. This is big, Janelle. McCord is going 

to contend with the same for a long time to come. They’ll forget 
about you soon enough,” she said calmly.

“I’ve ruined John McCord,” she said with a tone of empathy.
“No, Janelle. The evidence is ruining McCord. You simply 

validated that evidence.”
“Is there any chance he can overcome this blow?”
“The time table is too short, Janelle. The Republican Party 

needs to grant a nomination very soon. I doubt he can regain 
public support in short order.”

“I feel like a rat.”
“You had no choice. You did the right thing.” 
“I should reveal my source,” Janelle said with insistence.
“A stranger on a street corner? He has no more credibility than 

an anonymous phone call. You gain nothing from such a statement 
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— except his wrath.” Miriam’s tone was firm on this point.
Janelle stopped and rested her elbows on the kitchen counter. 

She said nothing, her mind drifting miles from the tribulations of 
John McCord. “I’m scared to death about Kinnard.” A whimper 
flooded Janelle’s voice. “Where could he be?”

“Have you gone to the police?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“They’re looking in to it,” she said somberly. “I’m not putting 

much stock in it. I think this is much bigger than they’re equipped 
to handle.”

“Yes. Of course.”
Janelle knew she wouldn’t gain Miriam’s support on this 

angle. She pressed on nonetheless. “We’ve put out word of his 
disappearance on the site. A digital picture has shed any remaining 
anonymity he had left.”

“I see.”
Janelle snipped at her trusted mentor for the very first time. 

“It’s all we have!” 
Miriam expressed her shock with silence. 
“Maybe Kinnard was right all along. You can’t deny the 

inconsistencies in Colombia’s statements and the questionable 
patchwork of those videos,” Janelle said. “I think Kinnard was 
getting too close to the truth and making some people really 
uncomfortable. He found something in those videos that supported 
his belief. Something too revealing to discuss over unprotected 
phone lines.”

“What do you suppose it was, Janelle? We can speak freely; 
this line can’t be traced,” Miriam’s tone seemed disingenuous 
to Janelle. 

“That’s just it, I don’t know. It’s the last thing Kinnard said to 
me before he disappeared. I’ve watched those videos repeatedly 
and have found nothing.”

“Are you sure it was the videos that set him off?”
“Pretty much, but not entirely.”
“I can’t imagine what it might have been.”
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“Well, someone will find it.”
“Who?” Miriam asked puzzled.
“We wrote Kinnard’s last words on the site. We have thousands 

of people reviewing the videos at this very moment. Someone will 
turn up something.”

The ring of the doorbell brought both Jerry and Hans to their 
feet. They locked eyes with Janelle and she motioned them to the 
door with a tilt of the head. Jerry caught sight of their guests with 
a slight move of the curtain.

“It’s the police.” He opened the door and allowed two uniformed 
officers to enter.

Miriam could hear the commotion. “I better let you go. Maybe 
they have good news, Janelle.”

“I can only hope.”
“Call me if you need me.”
“Can I come see you?”
“Of course.”
“I’ll be there in the next couple of days.”
“Are you sure that’s wise, right now, anyhow?” Miriam asked.
“I won’t fly alone. I need to see you.”
“OK, dear. Anytime. You know that.”
Janelle hung up and stood in quiet contemplation and transitory 

fright. She hadn’t requested a house call from the officers. What 
had they found out? 

Kinnard? A body? 
She disrupted her own hysteria and moved quickly to the 

living room, where Jerry and Hans were seated with Officer Hart 
and an unknown.

As she entered, the officers arose, tall and straight, hats held 
against their deep blue chests. Hart introduced his partner as 
Officer Dale Zuniga, head of Missing and Abducted Persons.

Janelle nodded. “Please, have a seat.” They returned to the 
couch, side by side. Janelle sat down across from them. Jerry and 
Hans sat down on two unmatched wooden chairs. 

Hart’s limited acquaintance with Janelle deemed him the 
lead. “We’ve learned a great deal about your friend over the past 
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eighteen hours,” he said in a detached monotone. 
Janelle moved to the front of her seat, expecting progress, 

hoping. Hart read her enthusiasm. “We’re merely in the fact-
collecting stage, Ms. Harcourt,” he said with a raised hand. He 
looked at each before speaking again. “Your friend topped the list 
in our morning roll call. Our patrol officers are well informed of 
his disappearance. We’ve made copies of his photo and circulated 
it to neighboring precincts.”

“Thank you,” Janelle said meekly.
Officer Hart looked to his partner. “I’ll allow Officer Zuniga to 

elaborate on our findings.”
“Findings?” The mix of fear and excitement passed through 

Janelle again. She looked at Jerry and Hans, who only shrugged.
Zuniga was a young Hispanic officer with a tight and serious face. 

His deep black hair was slicked back with a shiny gel; a pencil-thin 
mustache was perfectly trimmed around a crooked mouth. He spoke 
in a high and unexpected tone. “With your permission, we’d like for 
our forensic team to perform a routine check of the premises. In cases 
of abduction, the perpetrator typically acts quickly, with little or no 
regard for trace evidence. The seizure itself poses its own difficulty.”

The harshness and reality of such words impaired customary 
response. Kinnard’s trusted friends received the officer’s words 
with dazed expressions.

“In cases of adult males, we work on the assumption that 
the victim was overcome by either multiple perpetrators, or 
incapacitated by use of some form of weaponry. In either case, the 
trail of evidence is often much more detectable than in adolescent 
or female abductions.

“We’d also be well served by speaking with neighbors, the 
postal worker, landscape crews, anyone that may have been in the 
vicinity during the moments leading to Mr. Lythe’s disappearance. 
This case is unique, in that we can allegedly pinpoint the time of 
disappearance down to just a few minutes. That should greatly 
expedite our inquiries.”

The subtlety of the officer’s words was not lost on Janelle. 
“What do you mean by ‘allegedly pinpoint’?”
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The officers shared a glance before Zuniga spoke again. “We 
understand the Kinnard called you from his cell phone to alert 
you of something he had discovered on this Web site of his.” 

“Yes.”
“Is it customary for Kinnard to use his cell while in the house?”
Janelle looked at Jerry and Hans and shrugged. “I don’t know 

— maybe. Some people use them exclusively these days.”
“I suppose.” 
“What are you driving at, officer?”
Zuniga offered his angle without hesitation or apology. “We 

can’t rule out the possibility that Kinnard had left the premises on 
his own accord.”

“But he was here,” her tone gaining a shred of ire. “He told me he 
found something; he wanted me to come back here. Not somewhere 
else. Here!” Janelle pointed down at the floor with insistence.

The officers again shared a glance.
“What’s going on here?”
Officer Hart took back the lead. “Please, Ms. Harcourt, we 

need to question all assumptions.”
“This is not an assumption.” She shook her head in frustration 

as the implication became clear. “Are you implying that Kinnard 
intentionally deceived me?”

“It’s not without precedence, Janelle,” Officer Hart injected.
Janelle’s head spun in a confused frenzy. “What in the world 

does that mean?” 
Jerry spoke up. “Who have you been talking to? I want to 

know who created such crazy notions.”
Hart levied his bombshell. We met this morning with the staff 

at KVUE, the local affiliate for the ABC network here in Austin.” 
He looked at each before continuing. “Our findings raised 
concerns about your friend’s credibility.” He paused, seemingly for 
effect. “They have no record whatsoever of Kinnard’s interview. 
No studio logs, no scheduled appointment, and not so much as 
one verification that Kinnard had ever entered their facility.”

The room fell silent.
“Can any of you explain why that would be?” Hart had taken them 
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all off guard. There was no reasonable explanation for their finding. 
Each looked down in thought, confused, puzzled, disheartened.

“No,” Janelle mumbled. 
Hart continued to kick the beaten trio. “We’ve also uncovered 

a pattern of disappearances dating back some time.”
Janelle’s eyes asked for an explanation.
“We have three filings by Carl and Jeri Lythe, each of which 

was resolved by Kinnard’s inevitable return.”
Janelle’s expression was caustic, “Oh, come on now. We’re 

talking about the actions of a teenager in a broken home. You can’t 
possibly characterize Kinnard by this outdated —” she waved her 
hand at the officers.

“We need to acknowledge the existence of such patterns,” 
Hart cut in.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“I’m afraid not.”
Janelle shot up from her chair. “Look, Kinnard was at that 

studio, and he was in this house when he called me. I can’t explain 
your findings, but I will. You missed something, somebody.

“Kinnard was the victim of foul play. Someone was looking 
to keep him quiet. To put an end to mounting exposure he was 
creating with his site. I am dead certain of it.”

“Or he had gone to great lengths to create that impression,” 
Zuniga retorted. Officer Hart passed his hand in front of his 
partner; he moved to contain the moment.

Janelle glared at them with fury.
Hart spoke. “We intend to thoroughly investigate the premises 

and conduct interviews. That has not changed. It serves no one to 
proceed with preconceived notions.”

Janelle nodded, too angered to speak.
Hart stood up. “Kinnard is still missing. And until he is found, 

we will continue to conduct our investigation with the utmost of 
diligence.” He reached out and gently touched Janelle’s arm; she 
recoiled slightly. “We’re going to do all we can to find your friend. 
You have my word on it.”

Janelle offered nothing more than a passing glance.
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“We’ll have forensics here by this afternoon.” The officers 
awaited a response that didn’t come. They exited promptly.

The room held tight to a heavy, unwelcome gloom. The dazed 
expressions returned. Janelle began to pace. “They’ve given up,” 
she mumbled.

“We can’t give up hope, Janelle. They’ll find something here, 
some telltale sign. We have to believe that,” Hans said.

Jerry did his best to add optimism, “Somebody saw something. 
Someone has vital information.”

Janelle responded to neither. Her glossed eyes were fixated on 
the floor.

“Has anyone checked the site?” Jerry asked.
Janelle spoke without looking. “Yeah,” she said with a tone of 

defeat. “Plenty of hits, but no answers.”
“Someone will find something in those videos — someone has 

to.” Jerry pounded his fist into his hand.
“Maybe,” Janelle looked up this time. “But what? What could 

possibly exist that could help us find Kinnard?”
Jerry and Hans offered nothing.
“If Kinnard was truly silenced, that is tantamount to an act of terror 

by the Colombian government as a whole.” The prospect sent her body 
into an involuntary shiver. She wrapped her arms around herself to 
fend off the futile panic. “Even if we do find something in those videos, 
where does that leave us?” She shrugged. “What if they took Kinnard 
with them?” A terrible irony too troubling to accept became suddenly 
imaginable. “What if Kinnard has finally met Trent Marin?”

“He’s now a Colombian prisoner?” Hans asked.
“Maybe,” Janelle snipped.
“Come on, Janelle. That’s not what happened,” Jerry said.
“It’s the better of two possibilities.” This didn’t prompt an 

immediate response.
“We must refuse to think like that,” Hans said firmly. “We can’t 

give up hope. Ever.” Hans put his arm around Jerry and moved 
him toward Janelle; he placed his arm around her waist and 
huddled them in a tight circle. Janelle’s head slumped down on his 
shoulder; Hans brushed his chin on the top of her head and kissed 
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her gently. “Kinnard is counting on us. We must stay strong, no 
matter what. 

Janelle sniffled, “Never give up.”
Jerry extended his hand into the middle of the huddle, then 

three were stacked in a show of solidarity. He mustered composure 
amid the mounting fear, then uttered Kinnard’s words, a saying 
that now seemed prophetic in light of the terrifying affliction. 
“Stay strong.”

“Stay strong,” they said as one.
They remained huddled for two minutes, welcoming the 

comfort of unity. Janelle was first to back away. She smiled timidly, 
her eyes wet with tears. She wiped her cheeks with the back of her 
hand, then headed upstairs. 

The computer beckoned to her, but the site could wait. She fell 
to her knees at the edge of the bed and dropped her head in her 
hands. Her faith was the only shelter in an uncontrollable storm. 
She pleaded through a steady weep. “Please don’t take him. Please, 
Lord, don’t take him from me.” Her weep became an unbridled 
sob. “Why, Lord? Why have these troubles fallen on me? Help me. 
Please help me. Bring him back. Don’t take him, Lord. Not now, 
I beg of you, Lord. I know with you that all is possible. Bring him 
back to me — I love him, Father. I have always loved him.”
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Chapter 36

THE ELDER ROSE AT THE BECKONING OF DAWN, just as 
the sun peeked over the tree-lined summits of the majestic Blue 
Ridge Mountains. A sweeping valley dotted with Mediterranean 
thoroughbreds joined the mighty foothills to the pristine grounds 
of the Rivercrest. 

He sat before a prepared meal of stewed fruits and black 
coffee, patiently awaiting the anticipated arrival of his 
morning transport. 

Two of D.C.’s finest were granted entry through the front gate, 
from which they followed the circular drive to the main entrance 
of the estate. A stretch Cadillac followed, two more patrol vehicles 
at its tail. 

The leader had been insistent upon providing the very finest. 
The elder had served him well. 

The elder was unmoved by the relative opulence of it all. He 
settled into the Cadillac and waved his hand as if to proceed.

The tandem of vehicles headed east shortly after seven, en 
route to the capital city. The sirens of the patrol vehicle remained 
silent until the cars joined with the inconvenience of the morning 
rush hour. The sea of metal parted reluctantly in response to the 
blare of four sirens. The motorcade exited onto to surface streets 
where it exercised the same elitist display of power.

In ninety minutes’ time, the elder had been whisked from the 
height of abundance to its bountiful equal.

The leader greeted him inside a vast marble and ivory foyer, 
then led him to a grand anteroom prepared for royalty. They shared 
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coffee before platters of fresh pastries and tarts, all on white linen, 
served by obedient servants at their beck and call. 

The leader was first to set aside pleasantries for the issue at hand. 
“My people are confident that the uprising has been quelled.”

The elder nodded with a smug grin.
“Thank you, Charles.”
“My pleasure,” the elder responded. For forty years, Charles 

Durley had served his party faithfully on the floor of the senate, 
never wavering, always partisan, and seldom with regard to 
the voice of his constituency. Yet each term, he rose again, the 
product of a personally financed campaign that none other 
could match. 

Even now, in the fall of his years, he remained a most 
loyal servant to the party, assuring its strength for future 
generations. 

“Any further statements anticipated from Bogotá?” the 
leader asked.

Charles looked at the leader through tired eyes. “Bogotá has 
said their piece. Any further denials of Marin’s imprisonment 
would be counterproductive at this point.”

“Pastrana’s successor has been inaugurated. The rebels turned 
the ceremony into a bloodbath.”

“So I’ve heard.”
“This one is said to be a negotiator. He could take a strong 

stand against our continued military aid as a political lynchpin in 
his relations with the FARC.”

Charles waved off the suggestion. “Uribe is facing a growing 
leftist military presence, along with a sixty-five percent poverty 
level among his countrymen. He needs us now more than ever; 
he’ll do as we say.” 

“I hope you’re right.”
“It’s under control. The pressure to respond has been removed.”
The leader gave a look of satisfaction. “Shall we walk the 

grounds on this fine spring day?”
Charles arose slowly. “These old bones could use a 

leisurely stroll.” 
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An entourage watched from a distance as they walked along 
a limestone path, twisting through the well-manicured west 
grounds.

The leader inhaled the tonic fragrance of poppies. “Beautiful day.”
“Beautiful, indeed.”
Charles Durley moved slowly along the uneven terrain; the 

leader took him by the arm and steadied his gait.
“Do we anticipate any resurgence of Marin propagandists?”
Charles looked at him coolly. “No. They have crumbled 

without a formidable leader.”
“What if another should rise from the ashes?”
The question pleased Charles. “None would dare. The price is 

far too high.” He smiled radiantly.
“You’re confident of that?”
Charles nodded. “Kinnard Lythe’s tragic fate is more than 

enough to kill this movement. The numbers have already 
reduced drastically.” 

The men came to a stop in front of a vast rose garden. The leader 
turned and faced Charles; he placed his hand on the shoulder of 
his trusted friend. “How do I ever thank you for this?”

“Serving my party and my country is just reward. Consider it 
my patriotic duty. . . Mr. President.”
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Chapter 37

THE NOKONAH IS PLUSH, if not pretentious — a magnet for 
the Beltway elite, steeped in extravagant parties filled with political 
insiders and party officials expert in the use of civil trickery by day, 
and extravagant alliance building by night. Seductive mistresses in 
arresting gowns and sipping high balls line the rails of hundred-
foot balconies, their distant backdrop, a surreal and unyielding D.C. 
skyline. The Nokonah has played host to a thousand gatherings, 
sealed a thousand deals.

The twenty-floor Watergate-style structure, whose loft 
prices exceed seven digits three times over, assure an exclusive 
upper-crust clientele. The heavily secured underground parking 
and armored security grant a peaceful aura in an otherwise 
hostile environment. 

John McCord’s visit added a half-dozen Secret Service agents 
to the already security-sodden structure.

McCord was feeling neither festive nor secure. Word of the 
damaging photos had thrust a lance into the heart of his campaign. 
Tom Jenkins’s tone of reassurance had taken an ugly turn. Reality 
was knocking at the door, and the Republican Party needed to 
address the unwanted guest in a quick and concise fashion.

Jenkins pushed a glass of scotch in front of McCord, who studied 
it for a moment and then tossed it down in a single gulp. He added 
another two fingers without the need for a request. Jenkins poured 
himself the same, then forced a cork back into the bottle.

The party leader remained standing behind his marble and 
teak bar; McCord was propped on a stool, awaiting the barkeep’s 
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council. Both men stared lazily across the room and through the 
wall of windows that framed several of the capital city’s Greek-
style icons.

Despite a notorious boldness, Jenkins had reserved the most 
obvious of questions for several hours as a matter of respect, at least 
until this very moment. “How do you explain the photographs, John?”

McCord scrunched his brow in an attempted look of offense, 
but he was tired — exhausted really — and the effect was minimal. 
“I didn’t take the photos, Tom. I can’t explain something I played 
no part in.”

“Is that what you plan to offer the party? You were merely an 
innocent bystander?”

“Are you doubting that fact, Tom?”
Jenkins’ delayed response added an unneeded strain to an 

already tense situation. “Don’t alienate your supporters, John,” he 
said firmly. He took a long pull of scotch, then cast his sights back 
onto the city below. “We can assume Janelle knew of the photos?”

“Yes.”
“How do you suppose that is?”
McCord only shrugged.
“Same source as the phone call then?”
“Must be.”
Jenkins levied another direct hit. “What were you handing 

Bonilla?”
McCord got up forcefully and moved toward the balcony. 

“How the hell am I suppose to know, Tom? I’ve met a million 
people in the past year, shaken a million hands, held a thousand 
babies.” He turned back around. “You know, some even want my 
autograph. My autograph, Tom. Like I’m some sort of rock star. 
They see your face splashed all over the networks and you’re an 
instant celebrity.” 

“Recognition is crucial in our business.”
“Oh, hapless irony.”
“Can we pinpoint the timeframe of the photos?”
“Anna tells me we were on the Texas campus a week before 

New Hampshire, exactly two weeks before Bonilla killed Brooks.”
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Jenkins grunted.
“Looks terrible, I know.”
“Maybe we can track Bonilla’s return to the States, trace the 

transactions that blinded customs officials. We find out who funded 
his return, we find who choked the life out of him.” Jenkins pursed 
his lips and shook his head. “Fool bought right into their scheme.” 

“Next to impossible. The very existence of foul play is 
predicated on admission from custom officials of wrongdoing. 
There’s a code of silence along those borders that makes the La 
Cosa Nostra look loose lipped.”

“Then we’re back to the source of the photographs, no doubt 
one in the same. Get your girl to reveal the source. She owes you 
that much.”

“She thinks I’m a killer, Tom. She feels no moral obligation to 
me. Besides, she stated publicly that her information came from 
an anonymous phone call.”

Jenkins huffed. “And you buy that?”
“No. But whoever filled her head with suspicions made sure 

she stayed quiet; that much we can be sure of.” 
“Who’s on your list?”
McCord looked sharply at Jenkins. “I don’t have a list.”
“Bull. Whoever killed Bonilla had Brooks killed. And that 

person went to great lengths to put you on the top of the American 
peoples’ list of suspects. Tell me who else should be up there with 
you, John.”

“Not Peter Marx, for starters.”
“Your opinion, not mine. I’d be careful writing him off too 

quickly. Go on — who, John?” 
McCord swirled the scotch in his glass in contemplation. 

“I’m running for the highest post in the free world, Tom. My 
tax cut proposals may well shut down a hundred federally 
funded agencies throughout the country. The details of my 
foreign policy agenda fly in the face of UN relations. My 
plans for increased presence in North Korea and the Gaza 
Strip have wrinkled more than a few brows here and abroad. 
My budget —”
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“I get the point, John. So how do we convince the American 
people of your innocence?”

“I can’t scream foul alone. I need others to come out. Yourself, 
for starters.”

“Of course.”
“Round up the most recognizable party officials we have and 

attack the airwaves. Allen can pad his public perception with a 
strong show of party support.”

Jenkins head turned down; he fidgeted noticeably. 
“What is it?” McCord asked.
“Allen is viewing this whole mess as a resurrection of his 

campaign.”
“What?” McCord’s mouth dropped open in shock.
“He’s rallying the support of the perennial fence sitters.” 
“What is he doing, convincing them I had something to do 

with this?” McCord’s voice cracked with strain.
“Come on, John, of course not. He’s merely exploiting the 

obvious dangers of going into the fall with…” Jenkins hesitated.
“With what, Tom?”
“With a wounded duck. His words not mine.”
“Wounded duck!”
Jenkins avoided eye contact. “I’m afraid he’s already swayed 

several delegates, John.”
“Who?”
“Martens in California, Henson in Missouri, Jeffries, several 

others. I’m not all together certain at this point.”
“Surely you can talk some sense into them.”
Jenkins offered nothing.
“Tom?” 
“We’ve got to be realistic about this whole mess, John.”
“Realistic?” His eyes opened wide at a glaring revelation. “He’s 

approached you, hasn’t he?”
Jenkins looked down.
“He has, hasn’t he? Tell me, Tom.”
“Yes. He has approached me,” he said slowly.
“And you told him to go to hell, right, Tom?”
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“No, John.”
McCord sat stunned at the response.
“Don’t rush to conclusions. I merely listened to what he had to 

say. I’m your biggest supporter, John. But I also have a sworn duty as 
the leader of this party. And the most important issue before me is 
ensuring that we put a viable challenger in front of Richard Gibbins.” 

“And you think Allen is the logical choice,” McCord said, with 
a tone of defeat that Jenkins could hardly bare to listen to.

“It’s not about what I think. Public perception rules our 
actions in this business. You know that, John. And until we can 
prove to everyone that you had nothing to do with the killing of 
Glen Brooks, that perception is not in our favor.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I’ve spent a lifetime following 
a strict moral compass never wavering, never giving into the 
secular lures of power. Working as a true public servant for my 
constituents, day in and day out, in a time when others have lined 
their pockets and succumbed to the sins of this city. And now this. 
Someone is allowed to destroy my reputation with a few fabricated 
photos and a phone call. And we’re all content to fold like a house 
of cards and move on to Plan B?”

“It’s not that simple, John.”
“It is that simple. I’m a wounded duck, Tom. Someone put a 

bullet in my backside and we’re content on letting him get away 
with it.”

“John —”
“It’s despicable. And anyone who gives in to this bastard can 

rot in hell with him.”
“John —”
“I won’t stand in the party’s way any longer.” McCord stormed 

out with no intent of returning. Jackson met him in the hallway 
and followed after him, barking orders into the tiny transmitter 
clipped to his collar.
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Chapter 38

TRENT ATTEMPTED TO SHIFT the bloodstained gauze that 
had now lost its tight grip on his wounded right shoulder. Dried 
blood and a hardened coating of antiseptic gel adhered the wrap 
to the sewn hole just above his armpit. They had removed the 
slug with nothing more than an ineffective local anesthesia. The 
bullet had lodged so deeply that a trained practitioner may well 
have removed it from the backside. The cold, narrow prongs 
had turned icy hot as they burrowed through muscle and tissue, 
in search of the soldier’s excruciating messenger. The local had 
numbed only the surface, making the search as painful as the 
attack itself. Three soldiers pinned him to a gurney, as screams 
of agony too powerful to withhold filled the tiny infirmary. A 
crushing blow to the temple had done little to curb his outward 
show of torment. A second, or perhaps even a third, had finally 
put him under. 

Third world anesthesia at its finest.
Trent’s left shoulder was operating at a level not much 

higher than the right. The pain of his injury against the thin 
foam pad had not allowed for the customary shifting from side 
to side. The left had borne the weight and the ensuing bedsores 
of a full-time nightshift. 

He pulled lightly on the gauze to free it from the crusted 
blend of body fluids and prison remedy. His arm had been pinned 
tightly to his torso since the day of the attack; his shoulder and 
elbow were locked in a rigid vice of decay, a pre-death state of 
rigor mortis. 
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The gauze came free, the wound exposed for the first time. 
Uncut ends of a half-dozen stitches protruded from a purple and 
red scab, like tiny spiders buried in a layer of lava. The yellow stain 
of antiseptic surrounding the wound retained the sterile aroma of 
the infirmary. The passing recollection churned dormant acid in 
the pit of his gut. He took a deep breath, then slowly let it out. The 
nausea soon passed. 

He returned his focus to the wound and began the task of freeing 
the desperate spiders of Pompeii. The scab gave way to the repeated 
flicks, the sharp sting of pain a perverse but welcome cell mate.

The wound had been tied together in a careless zigzag, like a 
kneehole on the pants of a hopeless hobo. Three tiny gaps existed 
between each stitch. Trent rubbed the holes for no certain reason. 
His ankle lacerations had found a germane surrogate. The flaws 
responded with a light presence of blood, two reticent drops 
peeking out of the pinhole. Red, radiant blood, clinging to the 
wound by only the crescent end of its diamond formation. Free 
from the bonds of its protective gatekeeper, it exited the wound 
in a triumphant stream of crimson. Two light rivulets rappelled 
down the flesh of the shoulder and slowly followed the curve 
inward toward his sunken chest.

Trent made no effort to dam the leak. The antiseptic gel had 
taken the lead in the burden of coagulation. Now that it was gone, 
only suppression would stop the flow. He would concern himself 
with that task at a later time — perhaps. Two full days would pass 
before he would stand once again before the hose. Two full days 
before his wound might once again receive much-needed care. For 
now, control lay in the hands of the wounded. And for now, the 
wounded was content with allowing the essence of life to slowly 
trickle from his body.
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Chapter 39

JANELLE STUDIED THE PASSING FORMATIONS of darkened 
vapors being sucked into the turbine engines through a small 
window of American Airlines Flight 659. From the terminal in St. 
Louis, she had witnessed the formation of menacing thunderheads 
in the western skies. The crew confirmed the arrival of a powerful 
storm, then promptly bolted off the runaway into a powerful 
ascent, just moments before the heavens let loose on the thirsty 
Midwest metropolis. 

Midday ascents on a storm-filled day always filled her with 
fascination. In moments they would surround themselves with 
clear blue skies, nothing but a floor of pillows beneath them to 
remind them of the harsh reality below. 

For the first time in several days, Janelle felt the slightest of 
separations from her own turbulent squall. Not a moment had 
been wasted in the desperate search for Kinnard. Even rest, itself, 
had seemed a selfish and troubling luxury. But now, if only for two 
hours, nothing more could be done.

Hans sat aside her, fanning through the SkyMall with restrained 
interest. He had signed up as her escort without so much as a 
moment’s hesitation. Thus far, his role had been untested. 

They had boarded in Austin, earning little more than passing 
glances from the terminal crowd. St. Louis held even less curiosity. It 
seemed that in a world of a hundred cable channels, subtle accusations 
against John McCord had taken a backseat to a swarm of more lucid 
sound bites. That sat well with her, and most certainly with McCord, 
but it did nothing to advance the search for Kinnard Lythe.
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Investigators had kept their promise to inspect the home for 
signs of forced entry and microscopic trace evidence. A team of 
three conducted the search, much of which was filled with unrelated 
banter and outwardly useless measuring. They conducted brief, 
unscheduled interviews with neighbors, the content of which was 
uncertain.

The officers kept the hungry press at bay, though Janelle was 
certain that a few of the more resourceful were granted an interview 
under the false pretense of being a passerby, or even the resident 
of a home two blocks over. These discussions no doubt became tit 
for tat, an exchange the officers gladly accepted in gratitude of a 
moment of their time. 

They departed with a promise to share any findings that might 
come from the forensics lab. Only a fool would hold his breath. 
Kinnard’s credibility was shot, and even if they were so inclined, 
the investigators would pay hell to be afforded additional resources 
in the search of a grown man who may well have orchestrated his 
own disappearance.

And what of Kinnard’s credibility? 
What of their findings at the news station?
Janelle stood firm in the resolution that something had been 

missed. Someone had been overlooked. She wouldn’t even allow 
herself to think otherwise. The notion that Kinnard would bury 
himself in the selfless search for justice for six months as part of an 
unthinkable escape was as absurd as it was offensive. Kinnard had 
gotten too close to the truth and someone put an end to it.

She pondered the proximity of his abduction to the ABC 
interview. With a thirty thousand-foot separation from reality, her 
thoughts were clear and connected. She had told Officer Hart that 
Kinnard was anonymous until six hours earlier. Anonymity had 
been his bulwark. His captors had drawn him out. The sequence 
of events took form. 

“Hans.”
Hans woke from a light catnap. “Huh?”
“Can we trace the source of an e-mail?”
“Usually.”
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“We need to find the source of the e-mail that Kinnard received 
from ABC.”

“Simple. It was from ABC.”
“The subject was ABC. What about the source?” she asked.
“One in the same. ABC.”
The answer meant one of two things. Neither was comforting. 

Either her angle was way off base, or Kinnard’s abductor was in 
bed with the nation’s oldest network.

“Can we tell who wrote it?”
“Anyone could have sat at the keyboard, Janelle.”
This brought some relief and a possible exoneration of the 

network itself. But still they were no further.
“Whoever wrote that e-mail intentionally drew out Kinnard 

to determine his identity.”
Hans pieced it together. “And that same individual staged an 

interview as little more than a completion of the phony plan.”
“Right.”
“So how does this help?” Hans asked somberly.
“It restores his credibility.”
“With whom? The police will laugh us out of the precinct with 

this theory.”
Janelle stared aimlessly at the seat in front of her. “I guess 

you’re right.”
Hans shifted in his seat and looked directly into Janelle’s eyes. 

“Do you have doubts, Janelle?”
“No, of course not,” she said softly. 
He smiled and returned to the SkyMall.
Janelle remained fixed on the plain, blue tweed of the seat in 

front of her.
Her daze soon troubled Hans, “What is it, Janelle?”
She paused a moment to complete her thoughts. “Let’s assume 

that the interview was conducted by Kinnard’s abductors. Throw 
out any possibility otherwise, for the sake of discussion.”

“That’s a reasonable enough assumption for me.”
“And let’s assume that his abductors are Colombian 

nationalists.”
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“No leap of faith there.”
She raised her hands, palms up, and tilted her head. “Can those 

two assumptions exist mutually? And if so, does that introduce 
the possibility of domestic deceit?” The notion was troubling.

“Perhaps to some degree, but not necessarily on a grand scale.”
“How do you mean?”
“The use of the ABC affiliate doesn’t indict the network as a 

whole; it could be isolated to a group of individuals, or even one 
émigré working from the inside.”

“You mean a Colombian loyalist?”
“It’s the most unavoidable act of terror, the terrorist next door. 

Your neighbor, a family friend, the postman. God save us — an 
elected official. A powerful wellspring of terrorists, living among 
us with unyielding loyalties to their homeland.”

“So we identify the loyalist at KVUE and slap a lie detector 
on him.”

“The ACLU will love that, Janelle. But, we may be granted 
legal authority to perform the test given enough time, say a year 
or two,” he chided. “You know that, counsel.”

“All too well.” 
A flight attendant slammed the drink cart into Hans’ knee. 

“Can I get you anything?” Hans pulled his long leg out of the aisle. 
An apology would be nice. “Nothing, thanks.”

“Tea, please.” Janelle lowered her tray and accepted a napkin 
from the smiling attendant.

“So tell me about this trusted mentor of yours. What do you 
expect to come from this little visit?”

“Support,” she answered without hesitation. “Blunt and 
clearheaded support. Miriam has an uncanny ability to cut to 
the core and put things in perspective. I hold her in the highest 
possible regard.”

The attendant passed a hot cup of tea across Hans’s lap and 
placed it on Janelle’s tray. Hans tightened until the cup rested 
safely in front of her. 

“And does she know that this visit isn’t exclusively about 
McCord?”
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“I’m sure she’s surmised as much. Miriam isn’t in line with our 
theories on Kinnard’s disappearance, but that doesn’t lessen her 
concern.” Janelle smiled gently. “They have a close and unexpected 
bond. I believe it’s a mutual respect. Miriam has a few anti-
establishment sentiments hidden beneath the surface. Kinnard’s 
passion seems to stir them up.” 

“He was never short on passion,” Hans said.
“He isn’t short on passion.”
“Sorry. Freudian of the worst kind.”
“It’s difficult, I know. It takes a continual, conscious effort to 

stay expectant.”
Hans nodded. “Stay strong.”
Janelle clutched his hand. “Stay strong.” 
Janelle’s demeanor heightened. “Miriam can raise our search 

to the next level with a single phone call. She says the word, and 
Kinnard’s disappearance turns into a federal matter.”

“It does have all the trappings.”
“And if Kinnard was truly transported across state lines, 

well then —”
“Do you really think she’d do that?”
“I don’t see why not. She may not totally buy into the capture 

rationale, but she’s concerned nonetheless. And when I tell her 
we’ve lost local support, she’s bound to feel inclined.”

“Friends in high places. Good work, Janelle.” 
A skirmish in the front cabin gained the interest of the 

nearby passengers. A flight attendant was wagging her finger at 
a first-class passenger who seemed intent on barking back with 
equal fervor.

“What’s going on?” Janelle asked. 
Hans leaned toward the aisle for a better view. “Don’ know. 

Someone’s been over-served, I suppose.”
Janelle smirked, “Give me a first class seat, you won’t hear a 

peep out of me.”
“Ditto.”
“Can you see the guy?”
“No. Just the back of his head.”
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Another flight attendant joined in and lent much-needed 
diplomacy to the scene. The squabble soon ended.

Janelle pulled a Fortune magazine from the seat back and laid it 
aside her tea. Michael Dell graced the cover; the man who had turned 
her tranquil hometown into Silicon Valley II, transforming the face 
of Texas’s capital city from that of a cloistered arcadia of eccentricity, 
to one of an unstoppable force in the technology revolution. A 
reformation embraced by the vested, but scorned by the purists. 
Conviction as messiah or Beelzebub wallowed in the court of public 
opinion, where a hung jury was the inevitable outcome. 

The opponents of change rallied fruitlessly to reverse a decade of 
industrial progress. Janelle pined for a mere week; she would surrender 
a fortune to tear the preceding days from their place in time. 

How cruel a world to turn its back on one who had given 
his all for the sake of another. Shun the conniving capitalists, the 
deceitful lobbyists, the bloodsucking public officials, but by God, 
embrace the selfless martyrs among us, the faceless defenders of 
righteousness who seek nothing more than justice in a world of 
self-fulfillment.

Kinnard’s plight, his very essence, was never clearer. From 
her own haughty perch on the moral ladder, the undersides of 
his well-worn sandals were all she could see. Subtle indiscretions 
and a rebellious outward appearance had fogged his position on 
the very highest rung. But there he stood, high above others, not 
by virtue of putting himself before them, rather by putting others 
before himself. 

And for what? To have it all end this way? 
The plane dipped down into the silvery pillows with a jolt. 

The pilot commanded the flight crew to tidy the cabin for final 
approach. Hans handed Janelle’s cup to a passing attendant and 
they both flipped up their seat back trays, a simple procedure that 
proved trying for the jet’s most obstinate guest.

“Is he at it again?” Janelle asked.
Hans leaned into the aisle. “Same guy,” he shook his head in 

dismay. “Prima donna,” he mumbled. The attendants had left their 
seats to address the man. One threw up her hands in defeat and 
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returned to her seat behind the cockpit; the other soon joined her. 
The man remained seated but vocal. His words were indiscernible 
from the mid-cabin coach seats. 

The sprawling D.C. suburbia came into view as they descended 
below the clouds.

“Miriam made arrangements for transportation. He’ll be waiting 
along the curb outside of baggage claim,” Janelle said softly.

“I was looking forward to hailing a cab.” Hans threw his hand 
up in a traditional New York style.

Janelle rolled her eyes. “You have to show a little leg,” she smirked.
The sound of hydraulics lowering the landing gear into position 

created its normal stir among the passengers. Luggage and laptops 
were slid out from beneath seats and held in a ready position. 
The ensuing stampede to gain a minute in time was taking form. 
Janelle’s usual patience was altered by curiosity. She needed to put 
a face on the stranger with the attitude. The sideways glance of 
curiosity normally reserved for the rude rush hour driver. 

The plane hit hard and roared to a thousand-foot halt. The 
arrival at Dulles had never felt quite the same. A harbor of endless 
opportunity now existed for one sole purpose.

Hans gained position in the aisle and allowed Janelle to step 
in front of him. They waited patiently as the first-class patrons 
emptied their overhead bins. The rapscallion rose slowly and 
moved into the aisle. Janelle caught chopped views; Hans could 
make out little more. The more aggressive coach passengers 
pushed past the slow-moving elite; the line moved ahead another 
ten feet. 

The man reached up into the overhead bin, his extended arm 
in full view. 

Janelle’s knees buckled at the sight. 
The man removed his carry-on with a hideous and distorted 

left hand. The entire middle finger cropped from its post — well 
below the knuckle.

Janelle clutched the seat back beside her for support. She spun 
on a heel with a confused expression of hysteria. The line ahead of 
her moved quickly forward. Janelle stood still. Now no one stood 
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between her and the man that had changed the course of American 
history and left her life in a state of constant bewilderment.

He pulled his luggage from the bin and dropped it down into 
his seat. His profile confirmed what his hand had all but assured. 
With the slightest turn of his head he’d be staring directly at her.

Charge him, Janelle! Turn the tables. Do it now!
But what would be accomplished? What possible threat could 

she be to him? 
The restless passengers vocalized their anguish with her delay. 

Hans prodded her along. She froze a moment longer, then moved 
out of the aisle and behind the cover of the mid-cabin wall. Hans 
countered her left with a right, tucking into the seats across the 
aisle. The impatient passengers whisked by them. 

Janelle’s mind ached with consideration. She couldn’t allow 
this impossible moment to slip away. Somehow this stunning twist 
of fate could offer critical resolve. She needed the upper hand.

She peeked around the mid-wall — he was gone!
Hans stood across from her, a flood of humanity flowing 

between them. Janelle found the slightest of openings, then 
crossed the aisle.

“What’s going on?”
Janelle’s face was flush with trepidation. She spoke in a loud 

whisper. “The man from the bus stop is on this plane,” her voice 
was cloaked with dire urgency.

“The man with the photos?”
“Yes.” 
“Why is he coming to D.C.?”
Janelle’s eyes widened. Their mission was now very clear. They 

pushed their way into the aisle and were swept into the flow. 
They reached the tunnel and broke into a sprint, having 

nothing but light duffels to hinder them. They slowed instinctively 
before bursting into the terminal. Their cover was critical.

A dense swarm of greeters filled the gate area. Janelle caught 
sight of their oblivious target a hundred feet away. He was headed 
toward the concourse. They rushed to the main aisle way and 
picked up his trail from a safe distance. An empty skycap sped 
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past them. From a safe distance they could see his head pivot as he 
caught sight of the converted golf cart. His arm slowly raised.

“Not the cab!” Janelle yelled in restrained delirium. “Not 
the cab!”

The driver slowed to a roll, accepted the passenger, then 
sped away.

“Go, go, go,” Janelle screamed. They were in full flight again; 
Janelle instinctively fell a step behind to use Hans as cover. But 
the skycap was winning the race quite easily. They simply couldn’t 
lose his tail. The cart slowed slightly as it reached the backside of 
the security checkpoint. The bulk of the X-ray equipment forced 
the exiting crowd into a narrow strip of hallway. Janelle and Hans 
gained back the hundred feet they had lost, but it wouldn’t last 
long. The cart made its way through the tight corridor and was off 
again. Now they would have to contend with the ill-timed delay. 

Their heavy breathing announced their impatience. The slow-
moving stockade was unmoved by their urgency.

“Can you still see him?” Janelle asked desperately, pressing 
against Hans’s back.

From Hans’s vantage point, he could see the rear lights of the 
cart. It stopped momentarily and deposited its sole passenger. “He 
got off. He’s headed outside.”

Not a thread of courtesy remained in Janelle. Far too much was 
weighing on the assailant’s identity. She shoved Hans hard, forcing 
him into the back of a displeased young couple and an elderly 
woman. Yells of “foul” ensued. But Janelle was off and running 
again. They couldn’t allow him a quick curbside pickup. 

They caught sight of him as a Yellow Cab slowed to a stop. A 
few steps further and they would be in plain view of the man. But 
Hans meant nothing to him.

“You get to hail your cab, Hans. Do it quick!”
He burst onto the sidewalk, his arm already raised. He was 

mere inches from the rear of the man’s cab. A shrill whistle 
produced a taxi hidden between two shuttle buses along the curb. 
It headed his way, but was soon caught up in an incoming flow of 
traffic. Hans rested his hand on the rear of the assailant’s cab, but it 
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sped away. Janelle joined him at the curb. Their escape vehicle was 
rolling in at a snail’s pace. Janelle waved him in with urgency. They 
lunged into the backseat and immediately gave orders.

“We have to catch that cab!” Janelle pointed toward a row of 
public transports.

“Anyone in particular?” The driver said with a laugh. The man 
was a young African American. Thank God for small favors — 
language would not be a hindrance. 

“Just go,” Janelle waved.
He pulled out in front of an incoming shuttle bus, maneuvered 

around a security jeep, and was off to the races. Via the rearview mirror, 
Janelle could detect a broad smile across his face. He was enjoying the 
game. But surely not without a price. She was ready to ante up.

“You folks sit back and relax; you picked the right man for 
the job. Name’s Martin. The black Sterling Marlin.” He let out a 
lively chuckle.

Hans caught sight of their target. “There he is. Keep on his tail, 
whatever it takes.” His choice of words created a segue no cabbie 
would miss.

“Whatever it takes, huh?”
Janelle fished into her duffel and produced a fifty. She threw 

it over the seat. Martin picked it up, looked it over, then stuffed it 
into his shirt pocket. “That’s Mohammed’s cab. Today’s your lucky 
day. Mohammed can milk a fare with the best of ‘em. I can be right 
alongside him in no time.”

“No!” They both screamed in unison.
Martin’s eyes widened in the rearview mirror, then the 

broad smile returned. “Oh, I see. The perp doesn’t know the 
feds have his tail.”

“And we need to keep it that way,” Janelle said.
“Fair enough,” Martin said. His eyes narrowed, then he pivoted 

slightly and gave Janelle a once over. “You look familiar, ma’am.”
By now the entire world had seen at least a snippet of her front 

yard rant. She’d no doubt gain immediate recognition if she held 
a photo of Kinnard next to her face. “I come through here a lot. I 
think I’ve used every cab out here one time or another.”
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Martin nodded, clearly not satisfied with the response. “I 
suppose.”

Martin was right on target in his assessment of Mohammed. 
He could keep up with him with relative ease. Janelle and Hans sat 
back for the first time as they merged with the eastbound traffic of 
I-267, en route to the city.

“Any idea where we’re headed?” Martin asked.
Janelle shook her head. “No.”
“Care to tell me what this is all about?”
“No.”
The comedic chuckle returned. “Have it your way, Ms. Harcourt.”
Their eyes locked in the rearview mirror. “All right, so you 

know, but that’s all you need to know.” Janelle had made it through 
two crowded airport terminals and an overstuffed aircraft without 
so much as a double take, just to have the last possible set of eyes 
piece it all together. But perhaps it was better this way. Martin may 
well be staying in their company for quite some time. The added 
excitement may justify the time spent. 

Janelle unzipped the side of her duffel and pulled out her cell. 
She looked to Hans before dialing. “There’s a driver still waiting 
for us outside of baggage claim. Soon he’ll contact Miriam; we 
need to buy some time.”

“Tell her the truth,” Hans said.
Janelle winced, “Not yet. She thinks I’m not thinking clear as 

it is; I’d probably come off as delirious. When we learn more about 
this guy, she’ll get full disclosure. How’s this? We missed our flight 
in Austin, now we’re laid over in St. Louis?”

“Good.”
Miriam’s voicemail picked up on the third ring. Janelle spoke 

loudly into the phone, as if the noise of the terminal were all around 
her. She kept to the script and offered no definite arrival time. They’d 
call when they knew more. She hung up abruptly. Hans nodded his 
approval. The eavesdropping Martin gave a thumbs up.

The challenge of keeping up with their assailant was replaced 
with the task of staying behind him. Mohammed hogged the right 
lane without intent of passing a soul. After fifteen minutes of 
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drudgery, relief came in the form of sudden exit. Martin followed 
him onto the southbound I-495, then to 66-East toward Arlington. 
Within a mile he exited again, this time into a dense labyrinth of 
suburbia. They took a series of turns that led to an unfavorable 
section of town, then rolled to a stop in front of a row of teetering 
townhouses standing in a tight line, oddly close to the road. Martin 
stopped a few hundred feet short; Janelle slumped down. Within 
seconds the man got out and Mohammed sped away. 

They sat silent as they watched him enter the last of the series 
of five dilapidated units. 

Hans tried to piece it all together. “What does this all mean?”
Janelle pursed her lips and shook her head slowly. “It means 

I’ve been duped. Played for an absolute fool.”
“By who?”
“Someone in this town of power-hungry zealots.”
“So this guy is nothing more than a hired thug?”
“It would seem,” Janelle responded.
“Everyone lives somewhere, Janelle. Perhaps he was a friend 

of Bonilla. He just so happens to live near —”
“— near every possible suspect in the framing of John McCord. 

Too coincidental for my liking.”
Martin was in full pivot, absorbing every word. “So this is the 

dude that tipped you off?” His voice had a ring of excitement. He 
tightened his brow in thought. “I thought you got an anonymous 
tip.” Janelle offered nothing. Martin let out a trademark chuckle. 
“Aren’t you the bad girl.”

Hans needed more. “I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions, 
Janelle. You still have three photos directly connecting McCord to 
Bonilla. Those are a little difficult to ignore. All we’ve really learned 
here is the residence of the man that produced the evidence. That’s 
not going to get you anywhere.” 

“It may if we learn more about him. Now that we have his address, 
we can do a background check and see who he’s connected to.”

Hans looked around at the shabby surroundings. Rows of 
neglected homes with overgrown thatch and boarded windows 
existed as far as the eye could see — most vacant, some reserved 
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for use of a questionable nature. The curb was lined with broken-
down, base-level vehicles, some still serving as short-route 
transportation, others already stripped of the last remaining 
pieces of salvageable value. “I don’t suppose that will turn up 
anything, Janelle. Look at this place. This guy isn’t exactly running 
with the Beltway elite. If he was chosen, as you subscribe, it was 
for his lack of connections. He’s a one-time cash job with no 
paper trail.” 

Janelle huffed and sat upright; the threatening nature of the man 
was diminished a notch by his obvious lack of economic means. 
Besides, he had no idea she was on his trail. He’d be as shocked to 
see her along the curb as she was to spot him on the airplane.

“We have him outnumbered; why not take him by surprise 
and find his little stash of photos?” Janelle said half seriously.

“Good idea. Anyone have a shotgun?” Hans jested. They both 
looked at Martin.

“I drive rich white folk from Dulles to their downtown suites. 
Don’t look at me.”

“Then we wait,” Janelle said.
The wait would last but a minute. “He’s coming out,” Martin said.
Janelle slumped back down a few inches, not entirely wanting 

to test her increased mettle.
The man held a bulky briefcase in his hand. He moved to 

the sidewalk then started to walk toward them. They sat in 
shocked silence. 

Was the mouse turning the tables on the cat? Had he been 
wise to them all along?

He stopped forty feet short and got into a faded blue Ford 
Tempo. He pulled away slowly.

“You with us on this, Martin?” Janelle asked with desperation.
“As long as it takes,” he said with firm resolution.
“Thank you,” Janelle said with heavy honesty.
Martin allowed the man to gain a comfortable gap, then pulled 

out after him. It was immediately clear that his pace would prove 
far more challenging than Mohammed’s had. The assailant passed 
over residential cross streets with little regard for stop signs or 
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inherent danger. Hans and Janelle braced their hands against the 
front seat as Martin displayed his mastery of pursuit.

“Sit back and buckle up, folks. We’re in for a wild ride,” 
Martin howled.

The Yellow Cab chased the Tempo in a manner reminiscent 
of Bullitt. Steve McQueen at breakneck speeds and with fishtail 
turns, yet still they were losing ground. The Tempo finally slowed 
as the man negotiated the crowded frontage road, then re-entered 
I-66 East. He commanded the left lane immediately and the tired 
Tempo responded again with unexpected zeal. Martin stayed 
two lanes over until slower-moving traffic forced him left. Two 
cars remained between them for only a moment; their unwanted 
departure made them the main act in the Tempo’s rearview mirror. 
But the man was still unmoved by the cab’s presence. 

Martin looked down at the speedometer. “Fool’s doing 
ninety-five!”

“We’ll cover the fines,” Janelle responded.
“Fines! I get caught breaking a hundred, they take away my cab!” 
“Then back off, just don’t lose him.”
Martin dropped back and soon another filled the void between 

them. They connected with the Lee Highway, then sped through 
Rosslyn. The bridge slowed them, bringing the Tempo to within 
legal limits. They crossed the Potomac near the Kennedy Center 
and turned right toward the seventy acres of the Federal Triangle. 

“Where could he be headed with such urgency?” Janelle 
mumbled. “Open the door to your little world, you creep.”

They joined Constitution near Seventeenth; the crowned 
dome of the Capitol building came into view from the foot of the 
mall. It seemed a lifetime had passed since Janelle had endured her 
moment of reckoning on a lonely park bench at this very corner. 

They stopped abruptly at the light at Fourteenth. Curiosity 
took a back seat to confusion. Hans leaned forward to take in the 
view of the vast collection of Smithsonian buildings. But Janelle’s 
concerns lay in the pillars of power lining the eastbound. No one 
used the triangle as a pass-through; there were too many better 
ways around it. They came here to stay here.
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“That’s the Interstate Commerce Building, the Internal 
Revenue Service, and the Justice Department, respectively.” 

“Very good,” Martin said.
“The J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building is kitty-corner to the 

rear. That’s where the first set of photos was hand delivered.” Janelle 
shuddered at an alarming possibility. Was he back to deliver the 
fourth photograph? Had she somehow gained his ire? What was 
he carrying in that briefcase?

She tightened until the Tempo pulled into the last available 
spot along the curb, directly in front of the Justice Department 
— the far lesser of two evils.

Martin had no choice but to continue on by. They slowed to a crawl 
as they passed. The man locked eyes with Martin for a fleeting moment, 
then headed toward the entrance to the Justice Department. 

“What do we do now?” Hans asked.
Martin continued to roll east along Constitution. 
“Follow him,” Janelle said. 
“And what about you?” Hans asked.
“I’d be wise to stay clear of that building for the foreseeable future. 

The slightest recognition will tip off our friend of my presence.”
Martin slowed. “Then you take the cab. We’ll find out where he’s 

headed. Just keep circling the block until you see us come out.” He 
stopped in the middle of the street and all three hopped out. “Keep 
the ‘occupied’ sign on and you shouldn’t draw much attention.”

Janelle slid onto the cool vinyl driver’s seat. “Hurry. Don’t lose 
him.” She pulled away as Hans and Martin galloped toward the 
halls of justice.

For the next fifteen minutes, Janelle endured the unwanted 
attention of a dozen pedestrians positioned dangerously close to 
traffic with arms raised high. The dim light of the “occupied” sign 
proved useless.

Her ensuing passes were sanctified with contemptuous 
profanity and even a well-aimed expectoration. Janelle was 
encountering a crude culture she had never before witnessed in 
the capital city, an overt rudeness in a town known better for its 
flashy smiles and feigned kindness. Same knife-in-the-back result, 
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just disguised in a neat little diplomatic package and topped with 
a refined bow.

Hans and Martin were waiting along the curb on the fourth 
pass. Janelle slid over and Martin took over the reins. Hans slipped 
into the backseat. They pulled away slowly.

“Well?”
“We kept his trail,” Hans said.
“Was he suspicious at all?”
“Didn’t seem to be.”
“And?”
“You didn’t tell us Miriam kept an office in this building.”
“Sure. She practically lives here.”
“She was here.”
Janelle was only slightly moved by this fact. “That’s no 

surprise. Her driver was to drop us off at her place in Georgetown 
and let us in.”

“But —”
“She’d head home once we called. You know how undependable 

flight arrival times are.”
“Janelle —”
“Miriam’s a workaholic. She probably got my voicemail and 

decided to work a little later.” 
“Janelle, we saw her.”
“That’s OK. She doesn’t know either of you from Adam. It would 

have been a bit embarrassing if I had been with you,” Janelle smirked.
“Janelle,” Hans said softly. His eyes burned into hers. “The 

man went directly to Miriam’s office.”



208

Chapter 40

THE LAST FLIGHT TO AUSTIN departed five minutes before 
Janelle and Hans raced up to the American Airlines ticket desk. 
They booked the next best thing — San Antonio — then rented a 
car for the eighty-mile drive to the Austin-Bergstrom International 
Airport. The notion of spending even one night in the capital city 
had been unthinkable.

Separation was critical, lots of separation, miles and miles of it. 
Hans left word with Miriam’s voicemail from the Dulles 

terminal. They never made it to D.C. Janelle had become violently 
ill en route to St. Louis; they were catching a late flight back to 
Austin. They’d be in touch in a couple of days — not to worry, 
just a stomach virus. By now, his little fib was not far off the mark. 
Janelle was forming a ball of fire in the pit of her gut.

Six hours of back-and-forth contemplation had husked the 
possibilities down to three. The first and most troubling among 
them was the prospect that the Honorable Judge Miriam Larson was 
the mastermind behind an elaborate plot to pin the death of Glen 
Brooks on John McCord — a theory that suggested that Miriam was 
involved in the soliciting of Parejo Bonilla for his quick and deadly 
retaliation. The very notion left Janelle flush with trepidation. 

Could she have been so blind? Could Miriam really be a cold 
and callused killer? But why? 

Miriam was highly revered amongst her peers and her 
landmark decisions on the bench would forever grace the annals 
of the American justice system. As a young and aspiring jurist, 
Janelle could imagine no higher success.
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Hans surmised the theory down to its simplest base. The plot 
against McCord served both Richard Gibbins and Peter Allen. 
Miriam would need to derive a colossal benefit from one or the 
other to justify such an incredible risk. 

The next, and somehow less distressing explanation, retained 
John McCord as public enemy number one. And if not for the 
efforts of Miriam and her Democratic pundits, he was set to get 
away with it scot-free. But the photographs, the phone call, and 
their cunning use of Janelle had all but condemned McCord in the 
eyes of the American public. 

And what of the photographs? To this theory, the interaction 
between McCord and Bonilla truly had taken place, but how had 
McCord’s detractors captured the damning images? How had 
they positioned themselves at such precise and otherwise private 
moments? And how did Janelle end up face-to-face with Parejo 
Bonilla, a man she had no memory of ever meeting?

The third notion was quickly dismissed as a naïve and 
desperate grasp at hope. “Perhaps Miriam knew nothing at all of 
the man’s actions,” Janelle said. Hans granted the notion a distant 
third. Janelle knew it would be a difficult angle to sell.

They returned the rental to the Alamo lot, then recovered 
Janelle’s Jeep from the ABIA parking structure. The sun was a 
sinking ball of orange on the horizon as they headed west toward 
the city. 

Their return was solemn and troubling. Once again, they 
failed to gain an inch in the search for Kinnard. And now, their 
greatest avenue of hope had dissolved. Kinnard’s fate rested solely 
on the shoulders of his three most trusted friends. 

Janelle intended to stay with Jerry and Hans for as long as it 
would take to find Kinnard. His energy and aura still resided in the 
small Hyde Park bungalow, and the answers to his disappearance 
were all around them. She was certain of it. 

For now, they headed to her downtown loft to prepare for what 
might be, God forbid, an extended stay with Jerry and Hans.

They pulled into Janelle’s spot in the street-level parking 
garage, then rushed to the elevator. Hurried footsteps could be 
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heard as the elevator door slowly closed. By now, Janelle had 
grown hardened to the constant presence of the curiosity-seeking 
press. They reached their destination without interruption. Janelle 
quickly opened the door and they tucked safely inside.

The rapidly descending sun dimly illuminated the loft, an 
otherwise cherished moment of the day now overridden with a 
single flick of the overhead light. The air was stale and hot. Janelle 
adjusted the air conditioner and the vents quickly began sucking 
up the dry heat trapped along the ceiling. 

She hadn’t stepped foot in her home since leaving for D.C. and 
McCord’s Super Tuesday victory. 

She moved to the bedroom and fished a suitcase from the 
closet; she popped it open and threw it onto the bed. She picked 
a few garments from her dresser, then began unloading bare 
essentials from the closet. The bathroom was next; for this she 
filled a duffel bag with personals. 

Jerry placed a large cooler beside the refrigerator and started 
filling it with perishables. He gave a milk carton a failed sniff-test, 
then emptied it into the sink. The vegetable and fruit crispers 
received the same scrutiny with similar results. He retained a 
small bag of kiwis, a wrapped head of bib lettuce, and a stalk of 
asparagus. Eggs, butter, a jar of Smucker’s raspberry, and a tightly 
sealed Tupperware of deli meat survived the week of neglect with 
passing marks. He organized the contents neatly in the cooler, 
then covered them with three handfuls of ice.

Janelle reappeared with the suitcase in hand. She mustered a 
contrived smile. “Are you sure we’re ready to move in together? 
This relationship is just moving so quick?”

Her gentle smile dissipated; she brought her hand to her mouth 
and began to cry. Hans got up from his crouch and moved to her. 
He put his arms around her gently and allowed her to moisten his 
shoulder with a rapid stream of tears. He cupped his hand around 
the crown of her head and held her tight. They had used up a 
million words over the past eight hours; none were left that bore 
repeating. He simply held her as she shed the layer of armor that 
she had fought so valiantly to retain. 
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“Let it all out, Janelle.”
She did as directed, releasing a full and powerful display of 

pent-up despair. Hans’s eyes welled up in response. 
After several minutes, Janelle composed herself. She wiped her 

eyes with the heels of her palms and blinked away the remaining 
tears. She pursed her lips and gave a smile of thanks, then reached 
out and wiped a small tear clinging to the side of his nose. 

“I’ve known Kinnard for nearly five years,” he said. “I never 
before realized how much he meant to me.”

Janelle brushed her hand up and down the side of his arm. 
“He’s a beautiful man,” she said softly.

Hans straightened up. “Let’s get out of here. I’m eager to plop 
myself down in front of that computer.”

“OK.” The flashing light of Janelle’s answering machine propped 
up on the kitchen counter caught her eye. The revelation of nearly 
a week of neglect struck her. “I better check my messages first.” The 
small red numbers told of the degree of her oversight. “There’s fifteen 
messages,” Janelle said. “This won’t take long, probably a dozen are 
junk.” The first three proved her right. She turned down the volume 
and listened only half-heartedly. She spoke over the voice of long 
distance carriers and DSL providers. “Do you have family, Hans?”

“If you call it that. Folks split years ago and both have been 
through a half-dozen partners since.”

“Any siblings?”
Hans smiled. “Yeah, a brother and a sister. We’re still tight.”
“That’s nice.”
“How about you?”
Janelle looked down with a gentle reflection. “My folks are 

both gone.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Siblings?”
“No.”
A man with an irritating ring to his voice spoke of the deal of 

a lifetime. She was chosen as a finalist for an all expenses paid trip 
to the Bahamas.
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Janelle and Hans shared a smirk. She rolled her eyes and 
pushed delete.

“My grandmother is in Fredericksburg. She raised me after 
my father passed. She’s the closest thing to a living saint that I 
have ever known. Her health has declined rapidly over the past 
two years; I had no choice but to put her in a home. She needs 
around-the-clock care.”

“How is she?”
“Good days and bad.”
“Any others? Aunts? Uncles?”
“Nobody. Just Grammy and my friends; that works fine for 

me. Over the past few years, three people have been at the center 
of my life. Grammy, Kinnard, and Miriam Larson.” She gave Hans 
an expressionless look. “Now one is missing and another may have 
never been the person I thought she was.” 

“Jury’s still out, Janelle.” 
She nodded unconvincingly. “It’s a curse I have. Anyone who 

gets close to me is destined to meet a tragic fate.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Hans said calmly.
“Thanks. I don’t know if I could handle another loss.”
A more serious voice came from the answering machine; it 

gained the attention of both. “Ms. Harcourt, this is Helen Gentry 
from the Westminster Manor. It’s about your grandmother. . .”
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Chapter 41

“YOU’RE A MAN OBSESSED WITH YOUR WORK,” Lacey said 
with a gentle smile.

Billy gave her a grin of guilt.
“At least you know better than to argue that point.”
“I just can’t get this thing off my mind, that’s all. It doesn’t help 

that I can’t talk about it to others.”
“You can talk to me.”
“Not technically.”
“It’s in the vault. Let’s have it, what’s eating at you, baby?”
Billy moved to the cupboard and found a home for the pan. 

He said nothing while he organized his thoughts, then came out 
point blank. “I think someone has gone to great lengths to frame 
John McCord.”

“That flies in the face of public opinion,” Lacey responded quickly.
“The public has learned over time that a prime suspect is 

guilty nearly one hundred percent of the time. Libel suits are far 
too costly for the press to indict without very strong evidence. 
Whoever is responsible for this plot against McCord has made 
sure that the evidence is rock solid.”

“And it seems to be. Why would you disagree?”
Billy paused, picked up a handful of wet forks, and wrapped 

them with the towel. “The time element doesn’t support a case 
against McCord.” Billy broke down his angle regarding Bonilla’s 
extradition and unlikely return. He waited for Lacey to expose an 
overlooked hole in his theory. It didn’t come.

“You actually found a next of kin?”



Don McGraw

214

“Yes.”
“And you’re certain she was authentic?”
“Quite.”
“So if Bonilla never returned to Colombia, where was he in 

the months following his release?”
Billy shook his head, his brow wrinkled with frustration; 

he shrugged his shoulders. “No clue. But I’ve learned more, 
something every bit as confusing and troubling. You remember 
how I learned from the Miami Federal Detention Center that 
Bonilla had left the facility six weeks prior to his assassination 
of Glen Brooks?”

“Yes. But no formal release documents were ever produced.”
“Right. And as far as I was concerned, someone had cut a 

simple deal with Bonilla: kill Brooks — go home early.”
“I’m with you so far,” Lacey said with real interest.
“That suspicion remains intact if Bonilla was the only one 

released.”
“Now you’ve lost me.”
“Glen Brooks’s aggressive campaign to punish the drug lords 

responsible for his son’s death led to the imprisonment of five 
members of Colombia’s most lucrative drug cartel, each of whom 
was serving time in the Miami Federal Detention Center. So it 
struck me that the premise of foul play would be all but certain if 
Bonilla was the only one removed from the center.”

“It shows that someone coordinated his release for reasons 
other than good behavior.”

“Correct. If a political decision had been made for an early 
release of the members of the cartel, they all would have left the 
facility together.”

“But the others are still there, right?”
Billy’s eyes narrowed. “That’s where it gets confusing. Not only 

have the others been removed, they left a year before Bonilla.” 
Lacey squinted her eyes in confusion.
“My same reaction,” Billy said.
“No clue what it all means?”
“No clue. But you can bet it’s significant — it has to be.”
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Lacey fished through the murky sink water for any remaining 
utensils. She pulled out a corkscrew and ran it under cold water. 
She handed it to her dryer. “Have you shared your theory of 
McCord’s innocence with the CTC?”

“No, not yet.”
“Why not?”
“The CTC’s mission is to determine who killed Bonilla, not 

who didn’t.”
“But you owe it to Senator McCord,” Lacey said earnestly.
Billy nodded. 
“Shouldn’t you say something before it’s too late?”
“It may already be, Lace.”
“Why’s that?”
“John McCord officially pulled out of the race this afternoon.”
“But that’s just so unfair.”
“I know,” Billy said solemnly.
Lacey shook her head and stared down into the murky sink. 

She inhaled, then squared her shoulders to her husband. Her look 
was one of firm resolution. “You simply cannot allow the truth to 
stay buried. Protocol and bureaucracy cannot stand in the way of 
justice.” She raised her chin and spoke more like a mother than 
a wife. “Your moment has arrived, William Hogarth; how you 
respond to it may well change the course of history.”

Billy stood dazed by the magnitude of her words.
“I take your silence as assent?”
“Yes,” he said with a meager smile and a growing sense of 

confidence. “Yes.”
“So what’s the next step?”
Billy answered without hesitation. “It’s time I meet Janelle 

Harcourt.”
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Chapter 42

GRAMMY WAS GONE. 
Janelle pondered each item in the “legacy of love” before 

gently packing it into a hard plastic crate. She sat down beside the 
empty bed and closed her eyes. Grammy returned with each deep 
breath. She struggled to retain the warming sensation, but it kept 
its course with destiny and dissipated as quickly as it came.

She had been granted a final viewing at the city morgue, a 
sterile and surreal warehouse of death that proved to be more 
than she could bear. She brushed Grammy’s cold and placid cheek 
through a river of tears. Jerry and Hans held her steady, then gently 
escorted her away.

A day of recollection and faithful healing ensued. Memories 
of gentle moments and earnest love soothed the agony of loss. But 
the final resting challenged her stable footing. The heartfelt and 
genuine words of Grammy’s pastor, spoken over a coffin in a hilly 
field of bones, shattered her firm disposition.

She was truly alone.
Jerry and Hans, her noble knights in her moments of despair, could 

not be asked to replace her long-term and intimate relationships. Only 
time could produce a viable equivalent — time and consequences, 
and an undying commitment to another’s well being. 

A light rain began to dance on the canvas of their diminutive 
shelter. A handful of Westminster residents and a few devoted 
staff huddled close together. 

At twenty-eight, she was already feeling too old to start 
again. Moreover, she didn’t want to start again. In a moment of 
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self-pity, she nearly cried out. She looked skyward, out from the 
small canopy covering the grave, and onto a cluster of rain clouds 
forming in the western sky. 

A lingering “Why?” clung to her lips as she searched the angry 
sky for the slightest sign of heavenly hope. Why had she been cheated 
of all that held true meaning, of the just rewards of a faithful life? 
Why had all that was right and pure been taken from her? Why was 
she left to battle a world filled with corruption and disgust without 
the simple foundation of those she held so dear? Why, why, why?

Jerry’s hand lightly touched her clutched fist. He brought her 
back with a gentle smile. The closing words of the priest rose above 
her strained thoughts; the final words were all she had heard. 

Under the cover of umbrellas, the gathering retreated through 
a grove of pines to awaiting cars lining the curb outside of the 
mausoleum, several hundred feet from Grammy’s final resting 
place. Janelle knelt down on the cushioned kneeler and dropped 
her head into her hands. The priest laid his hand on her shoulder; 
she looked up with red eyes.

“Can I stay with you?” he asked.
A thankful smile formed on Janelle’s lips, “Thank you. I’m OK. 

I just need a few minutes alone.”
He squeezed her shoulder gently and nodded.
Jerry spoke. “Take all the time you need, Janelle. We’ll 

wait in the car.” They walked together with the priest toward 
the mausoleum.

Janelle placed her hand on the coffin and endured a fifteen-
minute roller coaster of emotions that ended with much needed 
peace. Peace with Grammy’s passing, peace with her cherished 
memories, and peace with her God. She crossed herself, said 
goodbye aloud, and walked away. 

The interwoven pines created a shelter from the intermittent rain 
moistening the western Hill Country. Janelle did nothing to protect 
herself from the light drops that dripped from the fragrant needles.

Jerry and Hans were parked at the foot of the hill, their sightline 
blocked by a dense gathering of pines. An uninvited guest used 
the visual barrier to his advantage.
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“Ms. Harcourt?” A mountain of a man stepped from behind the 
pines, his rain-soaked cotton shirt clinging to his massive torso.

Janelle stopped dead in her tracks.
Billy held his badge in front of him. “William Hogarth, FBI. I’d 

like a moment of your time, ma’am.” He didn’t like the lead-in the 
moment he uttered it.

Janelle recoiled and looked about for more trouble, her 
expression one of disgust.

Billy cleared his throat and shoved his ID back into his hip pocket. 
He appeared uncomfortable. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am.”

The look of disgust was still firmly planted on Janelle’s face. 
“I’m sure you’re devastated.”

“I apologize for coming here. I know how this must look.”
“Then leave.” 
He pushed his large hands into his pant pockets and looked 

across the rolling countryside. “I couldn’t think of any other way 
to speak to you in private,” he said sincerely.

Despite his daunting size, he appeared harmless, perhaps 
even genuine. 

“What do you want?” She didn’t allow him to answer; she 
took advantage of the moment. “Are you here to help find 
Kinnard?” 

His response took her by surprise. “I would like to help. I’ve 
spent time on the site, watched each video several times.”

“But that’s not the reason you’re here,” she said with 
fleeting hope.

“No, ma’am.”
She shook her head and started to walk away.
“Please. I need just a moment, I promise.”
Janelle stopped.
“I’m here unofficially. I’m here on my own time, my own 

expense.”
She stared, expressionless.
“I’m a member of the FBI’s Counter-Terrorism Commission. 

My official charter is to determine who killed Parejo Bonilla. 
Nothing more, nothing less.”
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She looked at him awkwardly. “And you came to me for 
that answer?”

“No. That’s my official duty. I’m here on my own accord.”
She squared off toward him. “Go on.”
“You heard that McCord pulled out of the race?” 
She nodded. “Yes. I heard this morning,” she said somberly.
He looked around, inhaled, and released slowly, collecting 

his thoughts. A drop of rain appeared from beneath his hairline 
and descended down the side of his face. “I believe that Senator 
McCord has been framed. I believe he’s an innocent man.”

Janelle studied his eyes for a long moment. “You do, do you?”
“Yes, ma’am”
“Well, that’s certainly not a logical position, nor a popular one.”
“No, it’s not.”
Janelle moved to clear her name and establish the true intent 

of Billy’s visit. “And you think I framed him,” she said hotly.
He paused longer than he should have. Janelle twisted her 

brow and tilted her head. Billy raised his hand calmly. “No, ma’am. 
No, I don’t. Not anymore, anyway.”

Janelle wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or offended. “Then 
who do you suppose did?”

The notion of indicting Richard Gibbins and his party cronies 
was nearly too enticing to contain, but he knew better. “Glen 
Brooks’s real killers, of course. The ones that hired Bonilla, then 
killed him as well.”

“And who would that be?”
“That’s all I’m comfortable sharing at this point.”
“I see. Then we’re through?” she asked with a ring of sarcasm.
“I hope not.”
“What exactly do you want from me?”
“I want you to help me clear John McCord’s name.” 
She stood silent, too shocked to know what to say. “Based 

on what?”
“A well-thought-out hunch.”
“Oh, really. You’ve seen the evidence; it all points directly to 

Senator McCord.”
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“That’s the intent anyhow.”
She let out a condescending laugh. “Is that your hunch? How 

long did you stew over that, Mr. Hogswart?”
“Hogarth, ma’am. William Hogarth. Friends call me Billy — 

among other things.”
She ignored the attempt at pleasantries. “Do you have any idea 

how long I contemplated his guilt before finally coming forward? 
Do you have any idea? Can you even imagine what that was like?”

“I can imagine.”
“I don’t think you can.”
Billy offered nothing. He had Janelle talking — that was more 

than he had expected.
“And do you have any idea how much I wish you were 

right? How much I wish that this would all just blow over and 
John McCord would once again be the man we all believed him 
to be? The man who could finally make a difference in the most 
influential office in the world.”

“It can still be that way,” Billy said bluntly.
His simple words crumbled Janelle’s sharp edge. Billy sensed 

the sudden change in her eyes.
The jagged pieces of an impossible puzzle were whipping 

around in her mind.
Could it be this simple? Could John McCord truly be an 

innocent man? 
The proposition moved Miriam from manipulative 

opportunist to murderous mastermind. The most frightening of 
the three possibilities.

A mix of curiosity and uncertainty held her at bay.
“Tell me about your hunch.”
Billy explained that Bonilla had never been officially released 

from the U.S. penal system and, subsequently, never extradited to 
Colombia. That meant that someone had orchestrated his temporary 
release for the sole purpose of assassinating Glen Brooks. 

He asked Janelle the question that could shatter his entire 
premise. “Could Senator McCord have arranged Bonilla’s release 
from the Miami Federal Detention Center?” Billy held his breath.
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Janelle answered without hesitation. “No,” she said softly.
Billy let out a sigh of relief. 
Janelle stared though glazed eyes. Had she made a 

catastrophic mistake?
“Will you help me?” Billy asked.
Janelle came out of her trance, but didn’t respond. She looked 

around the pines and down toward her waiting escorts. Jerry was 
standing outside of the car. The rain had dissipated into nothing 
more than a wet fog.

“What help can I be?”
Billy grinned. 
Janelle kept his vigor in check. “Your theory has merit, but I’m 

not entirely sold.”
“That’s fair.”
“Tell me what you want from me,” Janelle said.
“Simple. There’s only one person involved in this matter that has 

dared to show his face, and only one person that has seen him.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I want you to help me find the man that provided the 

photographs.”
“They were left in my apartment and followed by an anonymous 

phone call,” Janelle said, doing well to look insulted.
Billy rolled his eyes.
She knew he wouldn’t be standing in front of her if he had 

bought into that worn-out lie. “How do I know that you are who 
you say you are?” she asked.

Billy pulled out his badge again and held it steady in front of her. 
“And how do I know for certain that you’re not on official duty, 

that you’re not putting together a case against me?”
“Simple. The bureau is currently fending off the ridiculous 

notion that somehow the director is involved in this matter.”
“Peter Marx?”
“Right. And with that monkey on our back, do you suppose I’d 

be on assignment to exonerate the lead suspect?”
“I suppose not, if that is truly what you’re here to do.”
“It is. I’m here on my own, Janelle.”
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“OK. He met me downtown at Sixth and Congress. He was 
insistent that I didn’t look at him.”

“But you saw him coming and going?” Billy asked hopefully.
“I caught a few good glances. Enough to know that he had 

gone to lengths to alter his appearance.”
Billy’s ardor deflated. “How so?”
“Typical things. A wig, ragged clothes.”
“How about his face?”
“He had a face.”
Billy crimped his lips.
“OK. I got a good look at his face, but it was just a face. His 

nose protruded a bit, skin was weathered, not unlike a million 
other faces.”

Billy thought a while. “How about his voice?”
“It had a hint of Spanish dialect.”
“Genuine?”
“Hard to tell. He claimed to be a close personal friend of 

Bonilla’s intent on exacting revenge on McCord. The dialect made 
sense, I didn’t think twice of it.”

“Probably bogus,” Billy mumbled.
“What?”
“It was probably bogus. As disingenuous as the wig on his head.”
Janelle blushed at her own naiveté.
“The middle finger of his right hand was missing,” she blurted out.
“Now that’s something.”
Janelle contemplated full disclosure right then and there. You 

can find him at 333 Shadrach Lane. Just outside of D.C.
The temptation was so great, she literally bit her lip to keep it 

inside. The thought of Billy strapping the man to a chair, filling 
him with truth serum, and finally getting the answers she so 
desperately needed nearly made her giddy. And what truths would 
be told? Would he utter Miriam’s name, or merely re-confirm his 
friendship with Bonilla and indict John McCord? Who else might 
he cite for the heinous arrangement of Glen Brooks’s murder?

But that’s not how it would go down. 
Success of truth serums was unsubstantiated, and full 
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disclosures rarely took place outside of Hollywood. The legal 
clearance needed to conduct even the more common polygraph 
could drag out endlessly — longer than the time available to acquit 
John McCord in the eyes of the American public. 

This giant of a man would surround himself with a team 
of agents and thoroughly comb every inch of the dilapidated 
townhouse. They would conduct a meticulous and extensive 
search without leaving a trace. And what would they find? The 
probable answer brought an all-too-common shiver. They would 
uncover not three photos, but four. A glossy and unexplainable 
moment in time; Parejo Bonilla and Janelle Harcourt standing 
face to face. 

“That’s all I have to offer. He was intent on remaining 
anonymous and he accomplished his goal.”

“Surely there’s more,” Billy said desperately.
“Sorry. I wish there was.”
“This man knows everything. He can change everything.”
Janelle stood firm. “Get to work on it, Mr. Hogarth. Surely he has 

priors, and I’ve given you a distinct physical feature. Good luck.”
Janelle moved from beneath the cover of trees and headed 

toward the damp hillside.
Billy had gained nothing. There had to be more, something 

else she was holding back. “Ms. Harcourt.”
Janelle stopped and looked back over her shoulder. He moved 

toward her with an extended arm. “If you think of anything.”
She reached out and reluctantly accepted a business card. 

“There’s nothing more,” she said firmly. They searched each other’s 
eyes before she retreated once more.

Billy had but one carrot that could possibly entice Janelle 
Harcourt. “I can help you find your friend,” he said with strong 
and convincing volume.

Janelle came to an immediate halt. She spun around. 
“I have resources at my disposal. Resources that you need to 

find your friend.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” he said sincerely.
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She studied his eyes, then looked down at his card. 
“We can help each other, Janelle.”
She nodded slowly, then raised the card up. “I know where to 

find you.”
This time Billy allowed her to walk away. They would talk 

again — he was certain of it.
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Chapter 43

MIRIAM LARSON ENTERED the Eisenhower Executive Office 
Building shortly before ten. The EEOB’s administrative staff 
had long departed. Only a few scattered diehards remained 
throughout the building.

Richard Gibbins greeted her cordially. Miriam had been 
summoned with a sense of urgency just thirty minutes earlier. 
The purpose for their meeting was still unknown. She shrugged 
off his pleasantries. So much had changed since New Hampshire. 
Too many decisions had been made unilaterally in the preceding 
months; she had verbalized her disdain continually. 

“What’s this all about, Richard? Surely nothing is so pressing 
that it couldn’t wait until morning.”

“I’m sorry I’ve created such a terrible inconvenience, Miriam.”
She studied his eyes, then shook her head. “You’ve accomplished 

your goal, Richard. Or should I say President-elect? I suppose I should 
be honored to be called here at any hour.” Her tone was saucy.

A glow of triumph filled Gibbins’s eyes, “Let’s not jump the 
gun. Peter Allen is no pushover.”

“But he’s certainly no John McCord.”
“No, he’s not,” Gibbins said coolly.
She shook her head in disgust. “I hope you can live with yourself.” 
“Don’t be so quick to judge, Miriam. Let’s not forget that you 

stood to gain a great deal as well.”
Gibbins’s choice of words alarmed her. “What exactly does 

that mean?”
Gibbins tilted his head back and looked down at her. “It means 



Don McGraw

226

there’s been a complication, Miriam. A minor bump in the road.”
Her voice cracked slightly. “What’s happened?”
Gibbins laughed openly at the rare loss of composure. “Michael 

will be joining us in a moment. Collect yourself, Miriam.”
“Michael? What’s happening, Richard?” 
“I’ll allow the President to explain.” 
“I prefer to be briefed, Richard. I demand it.”
“Fine. It seems our friend Bandy was being followed by 

your girl and two others. They picked up his tail just outside 
of Rosslyn.”

Miriam’s eyes widened. “When was this?”
“A couple of days ago.”
She raised a closed fist to her mouth.
“Your look of concern is justified. They followed him to the 

Justice Department.”
“Bandy came to my office.”
“They’re well aware of that.”
“But she never made it to D.C.,” Miriam mumbled. 
“What’s that?”
It came together in an instant. Janelle had deceived her, and 

for good reason. “Why didn’t he lose them?”
“We have no idea. He’s a fool, Miriam. We’ll deal with him.”
The door to the Ceremonial Office opened without a 

knock. Michael Burns entered behind three agents. “Good 
evening, Miriam.”

“What’s going on here, Michael? Richard tells me we have 
trouble.”

Michael Burns nodded. “Please, let’s have a seat.”
“I’m fine here.”
“Very well.” Burns looked to his retinue. “Would you 

gentlemen please allow us a moment alone?” The men retreated 
to the hallway. Burns turned back toward Miriam and locked eyes 
for a long moment.

“Well?”
“You’ve been connected to Mark Bandy,” he said.
“So I’ve heard. What in the world was he thinking?”
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“It’s anyone’s guess.”
“Are we sure that Janelle knows? I didn’t notice anyone 

lingering about. I always take the utmost precaution.”
Burns and Gibbins shared a momentary glance; he looked 

back at Miriam. “We’ve been watching her, Miriam. She knows.”
“How can you be so certain?”
“Because she’s contacted the FBI. It appears she was careful to 

keep the meeting very private. They met in a reclusive location.” 
Miriam looked down in thought and began to pace.
Burns continued. “She’s piecing it together, Miriam. Janelle 

Harcourt has been standoffish with the authorities until now. She 
wouldn’t be talking unless she had something new to tell.”

Miriam stopped and looked up. “Maybe this meeting 
concerned Kinnard Lythe. Nothing matters more to her right now 
than finding Kinnard.”

“Good luck,” Gibbins chimed.
“Why wouldn’t she come to you to open that door, Miriam?” 

Burns asked rhetorically. “She’s piecing it together, Miriam. She’s 
onto you.”

“Onto us, Michael,” she said firmly. She pointed her finger 
sharply at one and then the other. “Onto all of us.”

“Yes. Of course,” Burns replied. 
Miriam could see the mendacity in the president’s eyes. “This 

has gotten out of hand. There was never to be any killing.”
“Your tone was much different after New Hampshire, Miriam.”
“We were desperate, we needed a plan, someway to trip up 

McCord,” she said.
“Seems we’ve accomplished that,” Gibbins said with a wry smile.
“Is that how you see it, Richard? Is this all some sort of game 

to you? Last one standing takes all.”
“This was a joint decision,” Burns said firmly.
“This was an ambush. I had no say in this matter.”
“You left it in our hands, Miriam. I believe I recall your very 

words, ‘Whatever it takes.’ And you seemed quite content in the 
matter up until now.”

“Janelle Harcourt was put in place to keep tabs on party 
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policies and campaign decisions. We had the perfect mole — and 
she hadn’t the slightest clue. There were a thousand different ways 
we could have ruined McCord.”

“And now that mole may be working against us.” 
“Thanks to your mistake,” Miriam seethed.
“Our mistake, Miriam? We’re standing here because you got 

careless. Why did Bandy come to your office anyway?”
Miriam looked at both and huffed; she moved toward the black 

marble fireplace and gazed aimlessly at the burning embers. 
“Bandy has come to me on three separate occasions, all for the 

same reason. He wants money or he talks.”
“That explains why he never mentioned that he was seen. 

What did you tell him?” Burns asked.
“I told him that he had no credibility, of course. That he would 

never be believed.”
“How did he respond?”
“He claims that he could prove to Marx that the photos 

were staged.”
Gibbins tone was all at once unsteady, “How could he do that?”
“I’m not sure. But he intends to profit from the truth. He’s 

threatened to expose the fact that we hired both he and Bonilla to 
help frame McCord. I don’t need to tell you how much fun Marx 
would have with that information.”

Neither had a response to this.
“I’ve been paying him off. To the best of my knowledge, he’s 

kept with his side of the deal.” 
Burns’s pacing came to an abrupt stop. “Bandy knows nothing 

of John McCord. His opinion on the relationship between McCord 
and Bonilla lacks credibility.”

“He worked side-by-side with Bonilla for weeks. He knows 
the truth.”

“Fine. But neither is available to speak on the matter 
anytime soon,” Burns responded coolly. “You need to go to 
Marx alone.”

“For what exactly?”
“To confess that you planted a mole in the McCord camp.”
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“I’ll do nothing of the sort!”
“We need to nip this in the bud. You go to Marx and tell 

him how Janelle Harcourt was appointed to the McCord 
campaign for the purpose of gaining information. You tell 
him that you learned from her that McCord was conversing 
with a known terrorist. You had photographs taken of them 
together on several different occasions, and intended to use 
them for political gain. You had no knowledge of their plans 
to kill Brooks.”

“Why would I do this?”
“To explain away what your girl may have already told them. 

Make her look just as guilty.”
“They’ll indict me on charges of sabotage and espionage!”
“So be it. It beats murder!” His words erupted like a cannon. 
“My reputation will be ruined. My appointment. . .” she 

stuttered. “I’ll never survive the Senate Judiciary Committee.”
“A far lesser of two evils, don’t you think? Plans have changed 

considerably, Miriam. Your carelessness has cost you dearly,” 
Burns said.

“You bastard! Don’t think for a minute that I’ll take the fall 
alone. You created this mess.” She shook a rigid finger at the 
president. “This was all about you and your precious legacy.” 

“Might I remind you with whom you are speaking.”
“I know all too well with whom I’m speaking.” Her face was 

flooded with rage. “Maybe I will have my moment with Marx; 
I’m sure he would love to know how a half-a-billion dollars were 
misappropriated and mysteriously ended up in the pockets of a 
known terrorist group.”

“You’ll look like a desperate fool.”
“Will I, Michael? And perhaps I’ll tell them how you 

orchestrated the imprisonment of an innocent man just to ensure 
that the truth didn’t slip out.”

“You’re in way over your head.”
“But why stop with Marx?” Miriam said slyly. “You funded 

the rebels that killed one of Bogotá’s most revered government 
officials. A messenger of peace executed to clear the AUC’s path to 
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the FARC. Maybe I can help the CIA piece that together.”
The rage now belonged to Burns. He turned and rapped his 

knuckles on the door. An agent appeared in an instant.
“Yes, sir.”
He looked toward Miriam. “Pat her down.”
The agent moved in. Miriam swatted at him. “Keep your 

hands off me.”
The agent turned to Burns.
“Do it,” Burns said firmly. 
This time Miriam allowed for it, but not without a look of 

scorn. The agent was through in thirty seconds, then departed 
with the president’s approval.

Burns’s glare softened intentionally; he clasped his hands together 
and hung them below his waist. A small grin graced his face. 

“The FARC was holding Justice Ochoa captive as a means of 
warding off a military attack by Bogotá. Do you honestly think she 
would have ever been released?” 

“She entered as a means of peaceful negotiation.”
“And it backfired.”
“So her death is justified?”
“Her removal has cleared the path for the most successful 

military attack ever staged against the Revolutionary Army.”
“Her removal?” Miriam shot back. “Wonderful choice of 

words. I’m sure Bogotá would be delighted to know you approve 
of her removal.”

“My decision to divert Colombian military funding to the 
AUC has resulted in our greatest victory in the War on Drugs in 
nearly twenty years. The import of narcotics from the southern 
region has been reduced by nearly fifty percent over the past 
twelve months alone.”

“You overstepped your bounds.”
“Perhaps, but ultimately, history will judge me on my results 

— nothing more. The Colombian government has failed time and 
again to overthrow the FARC rebels and reclaim the most fertile 
cocaine fields in the Western Hemisphere. Ten thousand pounds 
of pure cocaine permeates our borders each day and is sold for 
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profit on our city streets and in our children’s schools. For more 
than a decade, our fight to take back our streets and to save our 
children has hinged on the success of the Colombian military. 
And until now, hard-earned tax dollars had been squandered with 
no real results.”

“You funded a known terrorist group to save our children. 
Remarkable spin, Mr. President.”

“I did what everyone knew had to be done.”
“But without the consent of Congress.”
“This is how the game is played, Miriam. Wake up. The 

American people are content to hear that all is well on the Western 
Front, that their government is handling international affairs with 
the utmost integrity and diligence. They don’t care to hear all the 
details. Keep them safe and keep them free. Hear no evil, see no 
evil. My decision to divert funds to the AUC came with a great deal 
of forethought,” Burns said hotly. “Years of contemplation. I now 
wish I had done it years ago. The AUC has done what Bogotá has 
failed to accomplish time and again. The FARC has surrendered 
their stronghold of nearly half of the southern territory. The 
reduction in exports is staggering. If that’s a crime, count me 
among the guilty.”

“And how long do you suppose it will last? How long before the 
AUC terrorists turn opportunists? How long before the warlords 
become drug lords?”

“We must address the enemy at hand. No one has a crystal ball.”
“None was needed to know the AUC would execute Ochoa!”
Burns face sagged with animosity. “Violent actions by the AUC 

are not without precedent —with or without financial means.”
“It was a terrible mistake and you know it.”
“I did what needed to be done!”
Miriam shook her head. “You hang on to that if it pleases you.” 
Burns tilted his head, rehearsed an attack, then withdrew. 

“What is done, is done,” he said calmly. They locked eyes and he 
said, “My decision has benefited Americans at large.”

“Tell that to Trent Marin and Justice Ochoa.”
“Mr. Marin’s circumstance is very unfortunate. We can’t be 
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sure how much he knows. In time, he will be free again; by then 
his cries of foul will fall on deaf ears.”

“He won’t last another six months. He nearly died this morning.”
Burns snapped his head toward Gibbins. “What is she 

talking about?”
Gibbins raised his hands. “Everything is OK, Michael. He’s 

resting comfortably in the infirmary.”
“What happened?”
“Seems he re-opened the wound.”
“Send a team of medics to monitor his condition. See to it that 

he’s watched closely,” Burns said sharply.
Gibbins nodded.
“He’ll never go the distance,” Miriam said. “And if he dies, we 

will never be able to keep this hushed. Far too many know of his 
captivity.”

“He won’t die!” Michael charged back. 
“And if he does?”
“No one would dare talk.”
“What about the propagandists, Michael? How do we keep 

them from screaming for military action against Bogotá?”
“The zealots have been contained,” Michael said confidently. 

“They’ve disbanded without their leader.”
Miriam shook her head. “You have every base covered, don’t 

you?” Her words fell from her lips with heavy antipathy.
“I lack an obvious motive to kill Glen Brooks. Come November, 

I’m out of office either way.”
“But a Republican victory would almost certainly lead to Trent 

Marin’s release. And you can’t risk that.”
“That’s far too reaching to ever be pieced together.”
“Maybe I could help with that.”
“You’d be wise to cover your own bases. Discredit Ms. 

Harcourt’s testimony to the FBI. Might I remind you, Bandy was 
seen entering your office, none other.”

“And what makes you think I’ll hold anything back?”
“Go ahead, Miriam. Tell Marx we hired Bonilla to kill Glen 

Brooks. But rest assured that I’ll have his death pinned on you so 
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fast your head will spin. It’s about motive, Miriam. You’re loaded 
to bear with motive.”

She shook with fury. 
“Tell Marx you planted a mole. Tell him you had the photos 

taken. Once word gets out, I’ll grant you a presidential pardon for 
your transgressions. You have my word on that.”

Miriam continued to shake; she dropped her head down into 
her hands and spoke. “I need time.”

“There is no time. Take my offer, Miriam. Take it and sail off 
into the sunset, or spend the next twenty years staring through 
steel bars.” 

Burns rattled the door handle and his agents appeared. “Get it 
done, Miriam. Time is of the essence.” 
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Chapter 44

THE STREETS OF HYDE PARK were still dotted with network 
vans and second-rate reporters on assignment, but gone were 
the frontline correspondents and familiar faces of the prime 
time networks. 

Territorial gaps now existed along the curbs, and the intensity 
of the squatters had abated to a point that some could be seen 
napping in a full recline, while others picnicked on hoods. 

The once-tolerant and overtly curious homeowners had 
grown tired of the media circus and begun taking a stand to 
reclaim their turf. The encroachers complied with their wishes 
without incident, merely rolling further down the curb line until 
another incident arose.

“How do you know that this Billy can be trusted?” Jerry asked 
as he fished through the cabinet for three mugs.

Janelle shrugged. “There’s no way to know for sure, I suppose. 
But I believe him, and it’s a risk I’m willing to take if he can 
somehow help us find out what happened to Kinnard. And I owe 
it to John McCord to determine the truth once and for all.”

Jerry scooped three tablespoons of Sumatra into the filter and 
clicked “brew.” He stared idly at the coffeemaker until it made 
the mellow sounds of activity. He joined Janelle and Hans at the 
kitchen table.

“So this agent is certain that McCord is innocent?” Hans asked.
“Quite certain.”
“Based on what?”
“It’s loosely based on the fact that no record exists of Bonilla 
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ever being extradited back to Colombia. That being the case, 
someone with the necessary authority plucked him from the penal 
system to work as an assassin.”

Jerry tilted his head quizzically. “And this person couldn’t be 
McCord because why?”

“He lacks the necessary authority.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. It’s been my job for the past year to know everything 

about John McCord.”
“But maybe he has connections you’re unaware of.”
“I can’t entirely rule that out, I suppose.”
“So what, exactly, does this agent want from you?” Hans asked.
“Information about the man that gave me the photographs. 

His theory is that this man went to great lengths to make McCord 
look guilty. He holds the answers to a great deal of questions.”

“Did you tell him that he met with Judge Larson?” Hans asked.
“Not yet.”
“Did you tell him where the man lives?”
“Are you kidding? Let’s not forget that I’m in one of the photos. 

No one’s breaking in there without me by their side.”
Hans grinned ear to ear. “And that’s exactly what you plan to 

do, isn’t it?”
Janelle scrunched her nose. “Precisely.”
Jerry wasn’t quite as taken with the idea. He got up, went 

around the counter, and pulled the carafe from the coffeemaker. 
He looped one long finger through the handles of all three mugs 
and returned to the table. “I think it’s too risky. What if the place 
is under surveillance?”

“I doubt it is,” Janelle responded.
“It’s something to consider. And what if this agent leaks the 

address to this commission he says that he’s part of before you ever 
get a chance to go through it yourself.”

“Won’t happen. Billy doesn’t learn of the address until he’s 
parked in front of it. Then, if the Tempo is nowhere to be found, 
we’ll use the opportunity to search the place.”

“What do you expect to find?”
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“Names, phone numbers, who knows. Something linking him 
to whoever is behind this.”

Jerry took a long sip, then wrapped his hands around the mug. 
“We should go with you.”

“I appreciate that, but it’s not necessary. I’d prefer you spend 
your time answering e-mails.”

Jerry and Hans shared a glum look.
“Any leads at all?”
“The hits to the site are down drastically,” Jerry said. “We get 

an occasional far-reaching theory on Kinnard’s disappearance, 
but nothing reality-based.”

“Has anyone found anything at all in the videos?
“Nothing, Janelle. The answer to that puzzle may well rest 

with Kinnard.”
“Any contact from the police?”
“Hart called yesterday — still nothing.”
“What did you see, Kinnard?” Janelle said under her breath. 

“Why didn’t I force him to tell me what he saw?” she said sharply. 
“He wouldn’t have told you, Janelle. He wouldn’t risk sharing 

it over phone lines. Don’t beat yourself up,” Hans said.
“How could it all have happened so quickly?” Janelle’s volume 

rose. “I was one mile away.” She recounted the moments in her 
mind for the thousandth time. “I should have left immediately.”

“Come on, Janelle.”
“I waited in line. Kinnard was being attacked and I was waiting 

in line to buy toiletries!”
“Whoever got to Kinnard was well aware that he was alone. 

They were probably watching you as well. If you had come straight 
back, they would have simply acted sooner.”

Janelle stared at Jerry through weary eyes, allowing his logic 
to settle in. A tear formed in the corner of both eyes. Two gentle 
hands clutched hers.

“It’s not your fault, Janelle,” Jerry said.
A lone tear ran down the length of her face. She sniffled, nodded 

slowly, then inhaled a long, soothing breath. She let out a mild 
laugh as a memory crowded her thoughts. “I remember crying 
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like this to Kinnard one time.” Janelle smirked. “It was about some 
guy that stood me up. Can’t even remember the circumstance 
anymore, it was so meaningless. Kinnard just sat there listening to 
every word and nodding.”

“He’s a great listener,” Hans said.
“Better listener than advisor,” Janelle laughed. “He sat there 

and listened to me blubber on for fifteen minutes without so 
much as a word. Finally I wear out and he offers his version of 
empathy. He looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Maybe he 
got a better offer.’”

Jerry and Hans laughed quietly.
“I said, ‘Maybe he got a better offer? That’s your way of 

consoling me?’ He said, ‘Do you want to face facts, or sit around 
crying for a few more hours?’” 

“He was never one for pity parties,” Jerry said calmly. “Get 
over it and move on.”

“Well, it was the best dating advice I’ve ever gotten. It just 
didn’t seem like it at the time.” Her words were followed by a 
long silence. For a moment Kinnard was there with them. 
Janelle sipped her coffee — the aroma, the taste, each holding 
his presence.

“Kinnard rarely spoke of the girls he was seeing. I know 
there were plenty, but they never seemed to last. I met a couple, 
but then they vanished. He never seemed moved by it one way 
or another.”

Jerry and Hans shared a passing glance.
“It’s hard to imagine him ever taking that walk down the 

aisle. Black tux, matching earrings, head shaved for the occasion.” 
Janelle shook her head. “Did he ever talk about that? Do any guys 
talk of that?”

“Sure,” Hans said. “We just don’t mention that we talk about it.”
“He spoke of it more than you would imagine,” Jerry added. 

“The wife, the kids, the yard and the dog. He’s so passionate in 
everything he does. You can’t keep that to yourself forever.”

“I’m shocked. I thought we shared everything,” she said softly.
“You know Kinnard, he likes his outward image.”
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“I bet he would have been an incredible father.” She shook her 
head. “It just isn’t fair.”

Jerry and Hans shared another passing glance. This one didn’t 
slip past Janelle. She contemplated her next words for a full minute. 
“Did he ever speak of me?”

Neither gave the astounded look she had expected.
“Quite often, Janelle,” Jerry answered solemnly.
Janelle felt herself tighten a bit. “What kind of things?”
Jerry and Hans volleyed the response back and forth. The ball 

landed in Jerry’s court. “You know that guy that ‘got a better offer’?” 
“Yeah.”
“Kinnard couldn’t imagine a better offer.”
“What do you mean?”
“The wife, the kids, the dog — you were the wife in that picture.”
Janelle felt her face go flush. The tiny hairs on her arms 

stood upright.
“He was head over heels in love with you, Janelle.”
She shook lightly as the tears returned.
“He could never imagine himself with anyone else.”
“I never —”
“He didn’t feel worthy of you.”
“That’s crazy.”
“He didn’t want to stand in your way.”
Jerry and Hans stared with tender smiles. “I never knew.” Janelle 

searched her mind for signs. “We’ve always loved each other. We’ve 
always been there for each other. I lost sight of how it had grown.”

“He thought if you knew, he may lose you forever.”
“He was wrong,” she said firmly. “He was very wrong.”
“He mentioned the pact several times.”
Janelle smiled. “The pact. Twenty-nine or bust.”
“He was counting the days.”
Jerry’s words filled Janelle with an odd but welcome exuberance. 

An unconditional joy derailed immediately by the crashing blow 
of reality. “I won’t ever give up,” she said soberly. “We’re getting 
closer to an answer. I know it. I can feel it.” She got up abruptly. “I 
need to pack some things.”
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Chapter 45

NOT SINCE HER DAYS AS A TRIAL LAWYER had Miriam spent 
an entire night in utter contemplation, desperately seeking the 
words that would assure the innocent verdict of a guilty client. 

Miriam Larson had enjoyed three decades of continual success. 
And though she could not deny actions that had wandered from 
the straight and narrow, she had never before been taken to task.

Through a night of intense consideration one resounding 
truth rose above all others: Michael Burns would bury her alive if 
she didn’t comply with his demands.

And though his demands could likely obliterate the life she 
had come to know, that eventuality paled to the alternative. 

Swiftly and effectively, she needed to destroy the credibility of 
Janelle Harcourt. Despite nearly eight months of oblivion, it was 
obvious to Miriam that Janelle had now pieced it together. If Bandy 
had been nothing more than a hired thug, then the photographs 
had almost certainly been staged. And staged photographs meant 
McCord didn’t know Bonilla from Adam. Logic dictated that 
whoever hired Bandy, also hired Bonilla. And right now, Janelle 
Harcourt had every reason to believe that person was Miriam. She 
cursed Bandy’s name aloud. 

Janelle had met with the FBI in the most unlikely of places. 
Her choice of venues held an almost eerie finality. Miriam’s sins 
revealed atop the pine covered hills of a hundred-acre graveyard. 

Miriam assumed the worst. Janelle had told the agent how 
Bandy was spotted entering Miriam’s chambers in the Justice 
Department. Miriam had no choice but to assume that Janelle 
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had offered the agent the most damning summation of all — that 
Miriam had masterminded the murder of Glen Brooks and then 
thrown John McCord to the wolves. And it all made far too much 
sense to be ignored.

Even now, Marx and a team of agents might be lingering 
outside her door. And then what? Who would possibly come to 
her aid? Michael Burns’s promise of a pardon did not apply to a 
murder charge, and the notion of bringing Burns down with her 
was racked with colossal naiveté. He had no provable motive. 

It was time to discredit Janelle Harcourt.
Miriam endured the customary security checks of the J. Edgar 

Hoover Federal Building and was escorted to the inner office of 
the revered head of the nation’s police of police. 

The meeting had been prompted with the utmost of urgency. 
Marx knew nothing of its content. But he did know Miriam, and 
he held her in the highest regard. At least for the time being. 

He led her to a couch and sat down across from her. Miriam 
wrung her hands in quiet contemplation. 

“What is it, Miriam?”
Miriam composed herself, “I’m aware that Janelle 

Harcourt came to you.” Her glance landed on Marx, but only 
for a moment. 

The director’s tight face and stern eyes offered nothing in 
return, a useful proficiency that had aided his upward climb. After 
a moment he nodded.

“And I am certain that she has provided you with her version 
of the truth,” Miriam continued.

“All testimonies are, of course, proprietary,” Marx responded.
“Of course. Forgive my candor, Peter. But what do you make 

of this newfound angle?”
Marx weighed the confusing boon behind deep dark eyes. 

He hadn’t the slightest notion of the matter at hand, a truth he 
needn’t share with Miriam just yet. He responded diplomatically, 
“It certainly can’t be ignored.”

And with five small words, the director had unwittingly 
prompted the confession that Miriam so desperately longed to 
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avoid. She spoke firmly, “First and foremost, John McCord is 
responsible for the death of Glen Brooks; this much I assure you.”

Marx had no reason to think otherwise. He maintained 
his silence.

“Perhaps I should start from the beginning,” Miriam said 
solemnly. “You see, Janelle’s accusations are not entirely without 
basis. I did have her positioned in the McCord camp as a means 
of monitoring his campaign. But unlike what she may have told 
your agent, she was a willing and eager participant. And paid quite 
nicely.”

Marx settled back into his chair and crossed one leg over 
the other.

“Janelle was quick to learn of McCord’s relationship with 
Parejo Bonilla.”

“And what was the nature of their relationship?” Marx 
asked quietly.

“I had no earthly idea,” Miriam said resolutely. “I assure you, 
if we had known of their plans, we would have taken whatever 
means possible to stop him.”

“Were you aware that Bonilla was scheduled for extradition 
weeks before killing Brooks? His very presence in the States should 
have raised an issue in your mind.”

“I knew nothing at the time.”
Marx allowed his stern look to linger a moment longer, then 

settled back into the chair. “Go on.”
“You can only imagine my dismay at McCord’s involvement 

with a known terrorist. The potential damage to McCord was 
unavoidable. We decided —”

“We?”
Miriam shook her head. “Janelle and I, of course. We decided 

to capture their private moments for posterity. To use them against 
McCord if the need should ever arise.”

“In the event that Bonilla eventually killed Glen Brooks.”
“How could we have ever known? Our assumptions were tied 

to drug trade or money laundering. Not in a million years could 
we have imagined that they were plotting to kill Glen Brooks.”
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Marx raised his hand; he needed to piece together what he was 
hearing. “Why are you telling me this, Miriam? Why are you coming 
to me and admitting to a federal offense? Perhaps you should stop 
now. Don’t say another word without the advice of counsel.”

“I’m well past that, Peter. My indiscretions are regrettable, 
but let’s not ignore that my efforts are responsible for pinning this 
murder on its rightful owner.”

“Fortuitously, I would add. And I should clarify that no 
decision has yet been made to take John McCord into custody. 
Innocent until proven guilty.”

“And that’s the purpose for my visit.”
“You have more proof?” Marx asked.
“Haven’t I provided enough?” Miriam replied. “No more 

evidence, Peter. I’m here to save my own neck.”
“By admitting to espionage?”
“By eliminating my name from the list of suspects in the 

murder of Glen Brooks.”
A rare rise of the brow donned Marx’s face. “I don’t follow.”
“Let’s not play games, Peter. I’m sure Janelle has held 

nothing back.”
Marx folded his arms. “Such as?”
“I’ll play along. Janelle and I worked together for nearly a year, 

and now she won’t so much as return my calls. It’s evident that 
McCord has gotten to her. She sold out to the highest bidder. I 
even hear rumors that he’s taken her as a lover.”

Marx shot a puzzled look. “But Janelle all but indicted McCord 
for all the world to see.”

“Yes she did, but then McCord got to her. He upped the ante. 
He lured her with promises of high political appointment and 
unthinkable wealth. And it would all be hers, if he only he could 
clear his name and re-enter the race.”

“And how did he intend to do that?”
“By pinning the murder on me,” Miriam said flatly.
“How can you know all this?”
“I have my sources.”
“Of course, your forte.”
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Miriam offered an icy glare. “Janelle didn’t learn of the evidence 
against McCord through an anonymous phone call or conniving 
stranger; we took those photos ourselves. Once McCord had 
Brooks killed, Janelle came forward with the evidence. We saw it 
as our duty at that point.”

“And now McCord has coerced her to the other side.”
“Exactly. And Janelle Harcourt has a stack of signed checks 

that prove that I would do anything to trip up John McCord.”
“Like staging interactions between McCord and Bonilla to 

later use against him, once you’ve done away with Brooks.”
“It all fits neatly together, doesn’t it? Unfortunately, it’s all a 

pack of lies. Janelle Harcourt is an opportunist, an evil opportunist 
at that. John McCord remains your man, Peter. This much I assure 
you. Caught red-handed plotting his murderous scheme.”

Marx looked down in quiet contemplation.
“I see this differs somewhat from Janelle’s rendition.”
He looked up slowly with a troubled gaze. “John McCord has 

been our primary suspect from the start; that has never wavered.”
Miriam smiled lightly. “Then you weren’t at all moved by 

Janelle’s rendition?”
“The rendition never crossed my mind until now,” Marx said slowly. 

“Janelle Harcourt never came to us, nor did we approach her.”
Miriam’s mouth fell open. “I know for a fact that she met with 

an agent.”
“Not under my command.”
Miriam stood up abruptly, then nearly toppled over from 

sudden dizziness. A cool sweat enfolded her body. Had Burns lied 
about this too? Had he tricked her into confessing to sabotage? 
What a fool she had been! She needed out. She needed to piece it 
all together.

“I’m through here.” She looked around in a panic. It had all 
been for nothing. She had voluntarily thrown away her career and 
all for nothing. She moved quickly to the office door.

Marx got up and positioned himself behind his desk. “I can’t 
let you leave just yet, Miriam.” He reached down and pushed a 
small button located beneath the desktop.
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Two agents appeared almost instantly.
Miriam spun back toward Marx. “My admission was in 

confidence.”
“We don’t play that way in this building. Gentlemen, retain 

Ms. Larson.”
“On what charge?”
“Spying and espionage.”
“You can never prove it.”
“That stack of checks should prove quite convincing to the 

attorney general. Hold Ms. Larson for questioning.”
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Chapter 46

DESPITE A YEAR OF RIGOROUS TRAINING and an inherently 
observant mind, Billy Hogarth had paid no heed to the untrained 
tracker watching his every move as he exited the bureau’s parking 
structure shortly after eight. The CTC had held him hostage in 
an unscheduled meeting to discuss the fate of John McCord, a 
decision that rested with the U.S. Attorney’s office and had no real 
place amongst members of an anti-terrorist council. So far as Billy 
was concerned, it was nothing more than three hours of political 
jousting that rendered absolutely nothing. The cover of darkness 
and a weary mind allowed his tail to follow him without suspicion 
as he crossed the Potomac, and even still when he finally pulled 
down his quiet suburban street. 

Lacey greeted him at the door with a tenacious embrace and a 
long, lingering kiss. The smell of baked chicken and garlic potatoes 
filled the air. 

“Sorry, baby. Once they lock me in, there’s not much I can 
do.” Billy had learned of the meeting just before five; he had called 
with hope of a quick, one-hour session. By now, Lacey knew better 
than to hope.

“I know, Billy. Is everything OK?”
“Yeah. Nothing new.” He looked toward the kitchen. “That 

smells real good.” 
“It should be; it’s been in the slow cooker for four hours.”
“Sorry.”
“No apologies needed.” She got up on the tips of her toes and 

kissed him again. “You look tired, sweetie.”
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“I’m beat.” 
“Why don’t you go get comfortable? I’ll fix you up a plate.” 
“Sounds good. But if I’m not out of the bedroom in five 

minutes, you better come in after me.”
“Is that a proposition?”
“I’m tired, baby.”
She smirked and cast her brown eyes at her weary husband. 

“You’re never that tired.” She smacked him on the bottom. “Go on. 
Dinner’s waiting.”

Lacey pulled two plates from the cupboard and placed them 
next to the slow cooker. She placed two small potatoes and a breast 
on one, and four times the same on the other. She set them side by 
side on the table, then poured two glasses of white wine. The final 
touch was a lit candle, then lights out.

Billy returned in comfortable jeans and a ragged Memphis 
State tee. He stopped short at the sight of Lacey in the glow of the 
candle’s light. “I think I’m a little underdressed.”

“You’re overdressed so far as I can see.”
He sat down beside her and kissed her again. “You’re in some 

mood tonight,” he said quietly.
“They get you all day, the nights are mine.”
“I think I’m waking up already.” 
She held her wineglass close to her lips and studied him 

through sultry eyes.
“You are so beautiful,” he said.
Lacey said nothing, simply teasing him with heavy eyelids.
“Can I at least eat first?”
“Eat up, big boy. You’ll need your strength.”
He sunk his fork into a plump potato. Before he could raise it 

to his mouth, a soft knock froze him in place.
“You expecting someone?” he asked.
“No.”
“Little late for company.”
Lacey only shrugged.
Billy set his fork down and removed the napkin from his lap. 

He got up slowly and moved to the door. The figure that appeared 
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in the peephole was the last that he had expected. He opened the 
door. “Janelle. . .,” his voice was laced with confusion. “I thought I 
had seen the last of you.”

“Guess not.”
Billy stood in place shaking his head.
“May I come in?”
Billy moved to the side. “Yes, yes, of course. I’m sorry, please 

come in.”
He closed the door behind her. He had no idea what to say. 

Finally, “Lacey, I’d like you to meet Janelle Harcourt.”
Lacey had already gotten up and was standing just a few feet 

away. She extended her arm. “Pleasure to meet you.”
Janelle took her hand. “I’m sorry to barge in like this.”
Billy fumbled a bit. “Please, let me take your coat.”
“No. I don’t intend to stay long.” She glanced at Lacey.
Lacey sensed hesitancy in her voice. “I need to check on Will.”
Janelle nodded her appreciation. She waited until she had 

retreated down the hall.
“How did you find my home?”
“I followed you.”
“Followed me?”
“Yes. And not real well; you should really be more attentive.”
“I’ll make a note of it. I’m glad you came.” Janelle looked 

about as if searching for words. Billy cut to the chase. “Why are 
you here, Janelle?”

“I want to help.”
“That’s good.”
“I’ve thought about what you said, you know, about McCord.”
“I thought you might.”
“All that bit about Bonilla’ s release makes too much sense to 

simply ignore.”
“My feelings exactly. So you understand my concern?”
“I do. But there’s more, something else that played a part in my 

suspicion.” Janelle continued to look about, catching Billy’s eyes 
only briefly on each pass.

“What else, Janelle? Talk to me.”
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“Something else has created concern.”
“Go on,” he prompted.
“There’s somewhere we need to go.”
“Where exactly?”
“You’ll know when we get there. We’ll talk along the way.”
“OK.” Billy’s voice had a jump in it. “Just give me a moment.” He 

headed down the hallway toward Lacey; in three minutes he was 
back with a light jacket and his car keys dangling from his hand.

“You can put those away. We’ll take my car,” Janelle said.
“OK,” he responded sheepishly. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
Billy shoved the keys in his pocket. “I still need the house key.”
“Do you have a flashlight?”
“Sure,” Billy answered with curious eyes. 
“Two if you have them, preferably small.”
Billy went into the utility room next to the kitchen and fumbled 

around; he returned with two standard Black and Decker yellow 
handhelds. “How about these?”

“Those will work. How are the batteries?”
“Brand new.” 
“Do you have your cell?”
He turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll get it.”
“No,” she said abruptly. “Leave it here.”
Billy tilted his head. “OK, but why?”
“You won’t need it, that’s all.”
Billy pieced it together. “You don’t want me calling for backup, 

is that it?”
“Something like that. Where we’re headed is between you and 

me, at least for now. I need your word on that.”
“Fair enough. You’ve got my word.” 
“It’s imperative.”
He grinned brightly. “You will come to trust me, Janelle.”
Janelle’s shifting gaze finally rested on Billy; she searched 

his eyes for sincerity. Truth was, she already trusted him — and 
that scared her somehow. She knew so little of Billy Hogarth, yet 
already she was convinced he was a kindred spirit and a man of 
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unwavering character. But she wasn’t allowed to be that certain 
this soon and she refused to be played a fooled. 

Lacey came around the corner quickly. She grabbed Billy by the 
arm and spoke firmly. “Be careful, Billy.” She turned and looked at 
Janelle for a long moment. “Please don’t go doing anything foolish; 
promise me that.”

A wave of guilt washed over Janelle. “I promise.” 
Billy gently stroked the side of Lacey’s face then kissed her 

gently. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
Janelle and Billy left the house and headed to Janelle’s Ford 

Mustang rental. She handed over the keys. “You drive. I’ll navigate.”
Billy reached down under the seat and pulled up the latch, he let 

the seat slide back as far as possible, then plopped down inside.
“Where to?”
“Get to I-66 West.”
Billy pulled away slowly. After just a mile, Janelle reached over 

and patted his ribs. Billy smirked. “Other side.” He opened his 
coat slightly, revealing his government issued sidearm. “Was this 
against the rules?” 

“I’m glad you have it. Your wife saw you put it on, didn’t she?”
He nodded.
She shook her head. “I think I’ll marry an accountant.”
Billy maneuvered through a maze of side streets, then finally 

onto a four-lane boulevard. They sped north on the open road for 
several miles before the blue interstate signs appeared. 

“Go west,” she repeated.
The Mustang merged into the night traffic with relative 

ease. Billy commanded the middle lane and settled back into 
posted speeds.

“We’ll stay on this for about ten miles or so,” Janelle directed.
Billy grinned and huffed. “Why is this such a secret, Janelle?”
“You don’t need to know,” she said firmly.
“Why not tell me now? Who am I going to spout off to?”
“You may not have a phone, but you do have the keys — 

and a gun.”
“Good point. I could take you hostage. I’m just not sure why.”
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Janelle studied his eyes for a moment, then let out a gentle 
laugh. “You could, you know.”

Billy gripped the wheel tightly with a sinister smile. He reached 
over with his left hand and clicked the power door lock.

“OK, I’ll tell you.”
“Good.”
“You wanted information about the man that gave me the 

photographs, right?”
“Yeah, you know something?” Billy asked with a ring of 

excitement.
“Oh, yeah.” She paused for effect, seemingly enjoying the stir she 

had created. “I know where he lives,” she said with a raise of the brow.
The excitement in Billy’s eyes was quickly replaced with 

confusion. “He’s here in D.C.?”
“Imagine my surprise. We shared a flight out of St. Louis. I 

followed him from the airport.”
Billy knotted his brow. “I guess I’m not all that surprised. 

Whoever hired him is located here as well.”
“And who would that be?” Janelle asked.
“Not sure yet.”
“But surely you have a list of suspects.”
“Everyone has a list. They don’t mean much without strong 

evidence.” 
“Strong evidence or unexplainable events.”
“Such as?” Janelle shook her head, not yet ready divulge all 

that she knew. “You said you came here because something else 
created suspicion,” Billy said.

“Yeah,” she said sheepishly.
“Care to share?”
“I believe someone may be involved in all of this that no one 

has yet considered.”
“Try me. I might surprise you.”
“You first. I made the trip, I get to call the shots.”
“Fair enough. Richard Gibbins tops my list,” he said without 

hesitation.
“Gibbins, the vice president?”
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“He was never on anyone’s suspect list because Brooks’s death 
initially appeared to harm his campaign. But it was all brilliantly 
conceived. Gibbins planned each step methodically. He had 
photos of McCord and Bonilla taken in advance of Brooks’s death 
and waited until the precise moment to bring them out.”

“And he used me to lend credibility to the evidence.”
“Exactly. If a McCord insider trusted the evidence, then so 

would the American people.”
Janelle pondered the details of the notion. “And Gibbins has 

the necessary authority to pull Bonilla from the penal system.”
“Right. That’s the critical difference between Gibbins and 

McCord.” Billy smiled proudly.
“You’ve nailed motive and ability, but you’re one short.”
“What’s that?”
“The most important ingredient. Evidence. You don’t have a 

shred of evidence.”
“I’m working on it.”
“Well it better be rock solid. You’re talking about the vice 

president.”
“This is why we need to know more about the man that gave 

you the photographs. If we can find something, anything, that 
links him to Gibbins, then we can build a case.”

Janelle scanned the highway signs. “Get off on the next exit 
and head south.” Billy glanced over his shoulder and moved into 
the right lane.

“OK, it’s your turn. Tell me about this unexplainable event.”
Janelle considered just how to begin. “We came into town to 

seek help in finding Kinnard. That was my sole purpose. But then 
we spot this guy on the connecting flight out of St. Louis.”

“Who’s we?”
“My friend Hans, Kinnard’s roommate. We trailed him to his 

place and then downtown.” Janelle waved her hand. “Take a right 
here; stay on this road until it ends.” 

Billy scanned the surroundings. “Nice neighborhood.” 
Janelle hadn’t given much thought to the effect of the night. The 
surroundings were ominous by day, and nothing short of chilling 



Don McGraw

252

under the cover of darkness. She felt herself tighten as they rolled 
past dilapidated buildings and low-rent streetwalkers. She glanced 
at Billy — he appeared unmoved, almost invigorated. His daunting 
size and trusty sidearm comforted her like a warm blanket. 

“Where did he lead you?”
“Huh?”
“You followed him downtown. Where did he lead you?”
“To the Justice Department,” Janelle said flatly.
Billy’s eyes widened.
“He met with Judge Miriam Larson.”
Billy did a double take, “The appellate court judge? Why would 

he meet with her?”
“Because Miriam may well have hired this man to take the 

photographs.”
“You mean to stage the photos.”
“Not necessarily. Miriam Larson arranged my position in 

McCord’s camp as some sort of oblivious insider.”
“Hold on, you know Judge Larson?”
“Well, I thought I did. It was her recommendation that landed 

me a position on the campaign staff in the first place. But what I once 
thought to be a favor was nothing more than selfish deceit. It now 
appears I was granted the position as a means of unwittingly keeping 
her abreast of McCord’s platform positions and campaign strategy. I 
had no idea that she was looking for a way to trip him up.”

“But she was getting nowhere, so she had the photos staged 
and used them as evidence against McCord.”

“I actually have no proof of that,” Janelle said.
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“No. When my information rendered nothing, Miriam hired this 

man to find something. What he found was John McCord conspiring 
with Parejo Bonilla, a known terrorist. You see, John McCord met 
Bonilla on several occasions, there’s no denying that. But Miriam’s 
photographs meant nothing until Bonilla killed Brooks. 

“Then they became McCord’s undoing.”
“Right. But all we really know is that Miriam Larson is a 

conniver that just so happened to stumble upon a gem.”
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“Why would she go to such lengths to trip up McCord?”
“It baffled me for days, then hit me like a ton of bricks. Miriam 

has nearly as much motive as Gibbins. She needs Gibbins in office 
to ensure her appointment to the Supreme Court. A Republican 
rule, especially an eight-year run, will all but shatter her hope of 
ever becoming a justice.”

“And for this she frames an innocent man?”
“If the photographs are real, then McCord may still be guilty. 

Your theory on Bonilla’s release is sound, but pales in comparison 
to the evidence against McCord.” 

Billy stared straight ahead, negotiating the unlit road. 
Where streetlights existed they were long since vandalized and 
had no real hope of repair. He came to the end of the road. 
“Which way?”

“Turn left here. This is Shadrach; he’s here on the right.” They 
rolled slowly past the townhouse. “He’s in the last unit.”

“There’s a light on,” Billy said.
Janelle looked up and down the curb line for the man’s vehicle. 

“I don’t see his car. Drive up a bit and then back again. We’re 
looking for a blue Ford Tempo.” 

A slow pass rendered nothing — the kind of nothing they 
were hoping for. Billy found a spot along the curb about fifty yards 
from the townhouse. They sat contemplating their next move. 
Billy took the lead. “We need to work methodically, in and out 
in ten minutes’ time. Bedroom and kitchen drawers first. We’re 
looking for documents. Phone bills, letters, handwritten notes. 
Take all you can hold. There’s no need to hide the fact that his 
place was violated.”

Janelle listened intently.
“If we’re caught in the act, stay close to me.”
“Don’t worry — I will.”
Billy grabbed the door handle. “Let’s go.”
“Wait! He may be in there.”
“We didn’t see the car.”
“Yeah, but what about the light? I don’t suppose he kept that 

on for security purposes.”



Don McGraw

254

“It looked dim, definitely not an overhead light. It may be a 
nightlight or a computer monitor.”

“Or a lamp on a timer?”
“Maybe.”
“Don’t we need to know for sure?
“We’ll be sure. Grab your flashlight and follow me.” Billy got 

out and headed up the street, Janelle raced quickly to his side. 
They slowed as they neared the townhouse. Three of the five units 
appeared occupied. The variegated light of televisions glowed 
through thin curtains. They instinctively headed toward the back. 
Billy moved immediately to the window and peered inside. All 
summations were incorrect; the range hood provided the dim 
light. He backed away and looked up.

“There’s no light coming from the second floor,” he whispered. 
“That’s a good sign.” He retreated to the front, Janelle nearly 
conjoined. 

“How do we get in?” Janelle asked.
“The door, of course; stand aside.” Billy gave the door a once 

over and then levied a swift and powerful kick. The door nearly 
exploded off the hinges. He dropped instinctively into a crouch and 
scanned the room. Finally he was content. “He’s not here. Let’s go.”

Janelle followed him inside and pushed the door closed the best 
she could. She noted a heavy cast deadbolt attached near the top, 
the adjoining slot in the doorframe was completely obliterated. 

A wave of the flashlight revealed stacks of boxes lining each 
wall of the front room. Moving in or moving out was yet to be 
determined. She followed Billy toward the light and a kitchen as 
narrow as a ship’s galley. The otherwise unnoticeable hum of the 
refrigerator droned like an idle car engine in the sheer silence.

“Start looking in drawers,” Billy directed in a loud whisper. 
“Let’s find out who we’re violating.”

Billy pulled open a drawer of flatware and then another of 
cooking utensils. Janelle pointed her flashlight toward a corner 
counter where the phone was stationed. “That’s what we need.” 

Billy moved in and pulled the drawer out completely and 
placed it on the kitchen table. One by one, he tossed aside 
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unnecessary documents from an unkempt pile until he finally 
found something worth noting.

“His name is Mark Bandy.” He pulled an electric bill from an 
already open envelope. “And he’s behind on his utility bill.” Billy 
pointed the light at Janelle. “Does the name mean anything?”

“No.”
He continued to toss aside unusable scraps; he came upon a 

MasterCard statement and shoved it into his pant pocket. A two-
by-three vinyl phone book, compliments of Allstate Insurance, 
revealed itself at the bottom of the stack. “Pay dirt.” Billy stuffed it 
in his coat pocket. “Time for the bedroom.”

Billy aimed his light down a short hallway off from the front 
living area. An open door existed on either side; the first was a 
small bathroom, the second proved to be an enclosed stairwell. 
Billy headed up without hesitation, his shadow close behind. 
Their climb led directly to the sole bedroom. They stood a 
moment and absorbed the sounds of their new surroundings. 
The hollow walls did nothing to dampen the buzz of the 
neighbor’s television. 

A queen-sized bed was stationed beneath the window, a small 
end table and lamp beside it. A television set was propped up on 
a chest of drawers and positioned for viewing from the bed. Billy 
went to the lamp and flicked it on. “Better to work quick in the 
light, than slow in the darkness.”

Janelle pointed over Billy’s shoulder, “We’ve got something.” 
Billy spun around. A tabletop computer rested on a small 

but steady oak veneer workstation. Billy went to it and dropped 
immediately to a knee. He fished for power cords, then followed 
one down to the floor jack; he flipped the main switch. The green 
lights of the CPU came to life; in less than a minute the Windows 
logo appeared on the monitor. Billy plopped into the office chair 
and pulled open a small drawer. He fanned through papers, tossing 
each to the floor after a quick inspection; a stack of diskettes was 
scattered on the bottom.

“Do something with these.” He handed five disks to Janelle.
The password command appeared on the screen; he cancelled 
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through it. The desktop appeared, with four columns of icons 
covering the wallpaper. “We found his favorite toy.”

Janelle leaned in and studied the icons. “Let’s check his 
outgoing e-mails.” Billy had already moved the cursor toward the 
Eudora shortcut. He double clicked.

“Click the ‘in-box’ arrow.”
A dozen unread messages appeared — mostly SPAM. The 

remaining gave away nothing. Billy clicked the “outbox.” Nothing 
appeared. His shoulders dropped.

“Who deletes their ‘sent’ files?” he mumbled.
“Someone covering their tracks.”
Billy huffed and considered his next move; he minimized 

Eudora. He placed the cursor on the start button and went to 
“documents.” “Let’s see what he’s been up to.”

A list of twenty appeared, most were Internet sites of 
questionable character, a few Word documents, and then gold. 
Janelle tightened as Billy placed the cursor over the first of four 
JPEG files. “What do we have here?” Billy clicked the mouse 
and waited.

Four files — four photographs. Could these possibly. . .? Janelle 
steeled herself for what might appear. Then it was there. John 
McCord standing face-to-face with Parejo Bonilla, the University 
of Texas Tower looming in the background. But this time a very 
different picture appeared. The full picture.

A troubling sound gripped the darkness. Billy moved toward 
the lamp as lightly as his lumbering frame would allow. He twisted 
the knob, now only the light of the monitor lit the room. He moved 
in close to Janelle. The sound of footsteps was now apparent. “He’s 
returned,” Billy whispered.

Janelle turned her head toward the window. “We can jump,” 
her voice cracked with fright. 

“Not until we get what we came for. I’ll cover the steps, put 
those diskettes to use.”

“Copy the files?”
“As many as you can.” Billy’s eyes were searching the 

darkness for a suitable position of control. He moved to the 
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top of the steps and raised his sidearm, but quickly rethought 
his approach. He crouched down beside the banister, only his 
head looming in the stairwell.

Janelle shoved a diskette into the drive; the hollow click of 
engagement into the CPU resonated like a cymbal. The footsteps 
stopped. Through the dim light, Janelle and Billy’s eyes met. Billy 
released his safety.

Janelle right clicked on the first of the four files, then saved 
to the A drive. The CPU churned, the blue crawl moved slowly 
across the bottom for a minute, and then it was done. The process 
was painfully slow, and there were three more yet to come. The 
footsteps returned and then there was a voice, a mumbled and 
indiscernible voice. Bandy was on the phone. Would he dare lead 
the police to his criminal hideaway? Or was he bringing in more 
suitable backup?

Janelle clicked the second and repeated the process. The voice 
stopped. Support was on its way in one form or the other.

She clicked the third.
Billy stared with a tight face and knurled brow, as if willing the 

process along.
The blue crawl hung up, seemingly stuck, then raced to the 

finish. One more to go.
She clicked the fourth and final JPEG. Time permitting, the 

most damning photo would have never made it onto the diskette. 
But time was a luxury; she had no means of determining which 
one spelled trouble. With the final “save” she was done; it was 
time to get out. She paused and looked toward Billy; he rolled 
his hand with insistence. Janelle waved the arrow over the 
three unknown files finally choosing one. The right one. With 
a click and a momentary wait, Janelle and Bonilla appeared on 
the monitor. This time they were surrounded by a dozen others 
— far from the image that Bandy had portrayed. With a single 
click, her long-held worries diminished — she deleted the photo 
from the hard drive.

The stairwell door creaked open. Billy tucked his head back 
behind the banister. A loud and unexpected voice rang out. Bandy 
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responded to his words. There were now two to contend with. 
Billy looked toward the window; the thought of an elevated escape 
now had merit. He didn’t dare expose his head. He considered 
a ramrod approach, two hundred and eighty pounds roaring 
downward was sure to bowl over most any man, even two. But 
where did that leave Janelle? And what if they were armed? Surely 
anyone choosing to reside in this slum district was well armed for 
everyday occurrences. 

The sound of a distant siren penetrated the walls. Could it be 
headed their way? 

He looked toward Janelle and pointed to the window. She moved 
quickly but quietly, slid open the window, and punched the screen 
to the ground. Billy nodded and Janelle made her move; she fell to 
the ground ten feet below and began to roll, doing well to stay below 
the sightline of any curiosity seekers. Billy stayed put until his turn 
arrived; his heavy steps were sure to shed any remaining doubt of their 
presence. He hesitated but an instant at the open window, then fell to 
the ground with the grace of a cargo truck careening into a ditch. 
Janelle moved quickly to his side. Without a word they were off and 
running; they raced five hundred yards before both were confident in 
a clean escape. As they returned to the street, a lone patrol car raced 
by. They boarded the Mustang and slowly pulled away.

“That was too close,” Janelle said through heavy pants.
Billy braced the wheel, working to catch his breath. A wide 

smile graced his face. He nodded. “A bit closer than I prefer.”
They said nothing as they worked to bring their breathing 

back to an even tempo.
“I can’t believe I ever survived two-a-days,” Billy finally said, in 

reference to the summer hell camp of the Memphis State football 
team. “You got the disk?”

Janelle pulled the diskette from inside her waistline, “Got it.” 
Lacey met them both at the door — her body went limp 

with relief. Billy pulled her in and kissed her gently on the top 
of the head.

Janelle felt all at once awkward, the diskette hanging by her 
side. “We can check this in the morning,” she said politely.
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“Let’s check it now,” Billy insisted.
Janelle looked at Lacey with sympathetic eyes. “I’m staying 

just a few miles from here. I’ll be back first thing in the morning.”
Lacey glanced at Billy, then Janelle. “It’s after ten. Stay with us.”
“Thank you, but —”
“I insist,” Lacey said. “You must be hungry.”
“A little.”
“I’ll fix a plate. There’s a spare bed in Will’s room; Billy can roll 

the crib in with us.”
“Please stay,” Billy said. He looked down at the diskette. “There 

are answers in the disk that are dying to get out.” He pulled the car 
keys from his pocket. “I assume you’ve got a bag in the trunk.”

“Yeah. I never checked in.”
“Perfect.”
Lacey smiled. “Chicken OK?”
“That sounds great.”
Janelle kept the disk next to her plate as she ate. She had no 

intention of Billy viewing it alone; one particular photo would be 
viewed last and with her by his side to lend a suitable explanation.

Billy offered a brief and considerably softened version of their 
ordeal to Lacey. The return of Bandy to the barren townhouse was 
conveniently excluded.

For the first time in Billy Hogarth’s life, he cut short a meal 
after just one helping. 

Lacey rolled her eyes at her antsy husband. “I’ll clean up. You 
two go do what you need to do.”

Billy jumped up and raced to the makeshift den; he flicked 
the light, and spun a chair around for Janelle. He dropped down 
in front of the monitor and shook the mouse. Janelle handed him 
the diskette.

He inserted the disk and clicked “My Computer” in one fluid 
motion. The files appeared on the screen. He floated the cursor 
over the worst of the four.

“Start at the bottom,” Janelle said quickly.
“OK.” Billy scrunched his brow. “Wherever.”
McCord and Bonilla were once again face-to-face, the UT 
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Tower watching their every move. But this time their forms 
didn’t fill the entire frame; this view was pulled back to reveal 
the whole picture. What once was thought to be a private 
exchange was actually conducted without concern in front of 
twenty others. 

“Just what I thought!” Billy said through clenched teeth. 
“McCord was shaking every hand he could grab.” He pressed 
his forefinger on one of the many gathered around McCord and 
Bonilla. “Two seconds later he was shaking this hand.” He pointed 
to another and then another, “Then this one, then this one. . .”

Janelle brought her hand to her mouth, too taken back to 
speak. But there were two others more damaging then the first.

Billy minimized and clicked another. More answers appeared 
on the screen. McCord was extending his arm to Bonilla, folded 
currency in his hand. But this, too, no longer consumed the entire 
view. And the truth was even more obvious than the first. 

Billy shook his head. “McCord’s the prime suspect in the death 
of Glen Brooks because he had his shoes shined in the Dulles 
Airport terminal.”

A two-seater shoeshine stand was apparent in the extreme 
left of the photo. “Bonilla intentionally moved away from his little 
mock up for the sake of the photo.” Billy huffed, a contented grin 
came across his face. “Very clever.”

He opened the third and immediately shook his head. Janelle 
could hardly believe the scenes unfolding before her eyes. A 
burning guilt churned in the pit of her gut.

McCord was handing Bonilla a legal-sized manila envelope. 
An open briefcase lay at their feet, five other envelopes scattered 
about. The bottom half of a flight arrival and departure monitor 
was evident at the top of the picture. 

Janelle spoke softly. “He was helping out his fellow man.”
“Unbelievable.”
Billy minimized and moved to the next. Janelle reached over 

and placed her hand suddenly on his. “Wait. Not yet.”
Billy tilted his head quizzically.
“Let’s talk about what we know.”
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“OK.”
“Each photo was staged; that’s obvious right?”
“Definitely.”
“So no proof remains that McCord had any real dealings with 

Bonilla. This evidence completely exonerates Senator John McCord 
of the murder of Glen Brooks and assures us of foul play.”

“Right, of course, Janelle.”
“We’re in total agreement on that point, right?”
Billy repeated his response through a shroud of confusion. 

“Of course, Janelle.”
“OK, then go ahead. Open the last one.”
Billy paused a moment, searching Janelle’s eyes. He turned 

and clicked. Janelle’s greatest fear appeared on the screen, but now 
it was no more authentic than the others were.

Billy stared as he pieced it all together. “He threatened you 
with this photo, didn’t he?”

Janelle nodded with a look of shame.
“Leave the campaign or go down with McCord,” Billy said.
“I would have defended John McCord to the grave if I had 

known he was innocent.”
“And this is why you insisted we break into Bandy’s alone.”
“That photograph has haunted me since the day I first saw it. 

I never met Bonilla either, but that fact wasn’t going to make any 
difference to anyone if I couldn’t prove it.”

Billy placed his hand gently on Janelle’s knee. “We know the 
truth now.”

Janelle eyes glossed over in the distance. “Bandy orchestrated 
these photos to pin the murder of Glen Brooks on John McCord. 
And Miriam Larson put him up to it.” Her shoulders slumped in 
disbelief. “How could I be so blind?”

“You couldn’t have known, Janelle.”
“The evidence is all yours, Billy. Do what you need to do.”
“Clare de Lune” interrupted her words. Janelle pulled her cell 

from her hip. Jerry’s number appeared on the ID. “Hey.”
“Didn’t wake you, did I?”
“Not even close,” she said.
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“We may have something,” he said coolly.
Janelle straightened up. 
“We’ve been reading every hit over and over for hours, hoping 

for something — anything.”
“You found something?” Janelle’s voice was filled with hope. 
“We’re pretty sure, but it doesn’t make sense.”
“What is it, Jerry? Tell me.”
“I can’t — not on the cell. I’ll say this much, there’s something 

in the first video that’s unexplainable.”
Janelle was nearly bursting. “Tell me.”
“Do you have access to a computer?”
“I’m sitting in front of one.”
“Good. Some guy in Kansas discovered something in the 

background of Marin’s first video. It meant nothing to us until 
he explained it. He contained the image and refined it with some 
form of non-linear refraction. I can send you a binary file.”

Janelle cupped the receiver. “Write down your e-mail address.”
“Brace yourself, Janelle,” Jerry said. “The image is haunting. 

We’re certain it’s the break we’ve been looking for, but we’re 
completely baffled by it.”

She read off the address. “Send it, Jerry. I’ll call back later.”
She slapped the cell back onto her hip.
“What is it?” Billy asked.
“Somebody found something in one of the videos.”
“The same something that Kinnard stumbled upon?”
“We can only surmise.” Janelle’s heart was racing out of control. 

“Open your e-mail.”
Billy clicked Outlook Express, then the send/receive 

button. Jerry’s name appeared on the screen. He opened it and 
scrolled down to the long, blue binary attachment link. With 
a tap of the finger, the most unexpected of images appeared 
before them. 

Janelle’s face went white; her jaw dropped and confusion 
overrode panic.

Billy looked back and forth between the screen and Janelle. 
“Who is that, Janelle?” he asked softly.
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Her eyes burned into the image. Her response came in a low, 
uncertain mumble. “Jackson.”

Billy waited a moment for more.
“Jackson?” 
“Who is Jackson?” Billy asked.
“Why would Jackson be in Colombia?” she mumbled.
“Talk to me, Janelle. Who is Jackson?”
She finally took her eyes from the image and looked at Billy. 

“He’s Secret Service. U.S. Secret Service.”
“What? How can you be certain?”
“He was the lead agent assigned to McCord following Brooks’s 

death. I spent a hundred hours in his presence. There’s no doubt 
who I’m looking at.”

“Why would the Secret Service be conspiring with Bogotá?”
Janelle began to chew at her nails, a habit she thought she 

had licked a decade earlier. She studied the floor in thought. 
“From the very start, we’ve held onto the belief that Kinnard 
was attacked because he was getting too close to the truth. And 
now it’s clear that we were right. The site and the rallies were 
continually putting pressure on Bogotá to justify Trent Marin’s 
captivity. Each and every time, they would vehemently deny any 
involvement. Not merely justifying his capture, rather denying 
his capture all together.”

“But they provided videos of his incarceration. That’s hardly 
denial, Janelle.”

She brought her hand to her lips as the pieces rushed together. 
“We’ve all assumed that the videos were from Colombia.” She 
shook her head in disbelief. “My God, it all makes sense.”

“Not to me.”
“Kinnard figured it out. He found Jackson in the video and 

pieced it all together. Bogotá’s denials were the truth — they 
don’t have Marin. He’s here in the States. A prisoner of our own 
government, being watched over by our own Secret Service.”

“Slow down, Janelle. You’re treading in dangerous waters.”
“Don’t you see? Newjustus.com was raising public awareness of 

Marin’s captivity to a dangerous level. Continual denials from Bogotá 
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would soon lead to cries for U.S. military action. It would create a 
political nightmare. We’d be forced to attack an ally that’s guilty of 
nothing, merely to cover up the truth of Marin’s incarceration.”

Billy put his hand up in front of Janelle. “Stop. Stop right 
now. Big question still unanswered. Why would the United States 
government be holding Trent Marin?”

The question slowed Janelle. She shook her head slowly. “I 
don’t know. Is the Secret Service linked to the FBI?”

“Not directly; they’re a bureau of the Treasury Department.”
“Then it’s safe for you to share what we found with the FBI. Let 

them figure it out.”
Billy shook his head. “We’re all linked to some degree, and 

there’s no telling how deep the cover-up runs. News of this find 
will devastate those involved. They’ll do what needs to be done to 
keep this thing under wraps.”

“Like keeping us quiet.”
“Exactly.”
Janelle pursed her lips in thought. “The people holding Marin 

are the same ones responsible for Kinnard’s disappearance. We 
have to do something.”

“Agreed, but we go it alone.”
“How?” Janelle begged.
Billy looked at the image of Jackson. “With a little help from 

our new friend.”
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Chapter 47

SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT, one of the bureau’s very own 
spread word of Miriam Larson’s indiscretions to a chosen 
correspondent in a quiet roadside diner. By 3:00 a.m., the 
tiny spark had grown into a wildfire in newsrooms across the 
country. Authenticity mired in hearsay and conjecture, and 
soon validation threatened to take a backseat to journalistic 
competition. A rare consortium was formed between the head 
of CNN, his MSNBC counterpart, and the highest-ranking and 
available ABC executive officer. The coalition afforded them a 
direct line to Peter Marx; the discussion that followed rendered 
neither denial nor consent. Indeed, Judge Miriam Larson had 
been held for questioning, but the nature of the interrogation 
was not yet intended for public consumption.

The chiefs pondered a dangerous roll of the dice. Full disclosure 
based on the word of an anonymous snitch was weighed against 
the potential backlash of a libel suit. With little consideration, the 
director’s reluctance to deny the claims of espionage and sabotage 
proved to be adequate validation of the assertion. By the time 
the sun peeked above the eastern coastline, Miriam Larson had 
become the headliner of every major morning news network 
across the nation. The daily rags, even her beloved Post, spread 
the breaking news above the fold, aptly titled: 

full confession — respected jurist confesses to planting 
mole in mccord camp. 
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In the den of her well-appointed Georgetown home, Miriam 
Larson watched in horror as one correspondent after another 
spoke fervently of the unfolding story. Doug Larson gently took 
the remote from his wife’s quivering hand. A late-night spousal 
confession had done little to prepare him for the morning attack 
— a confession that spoke only of sabotage, stopping short of her 
inclusion in a deadly plot. 

He shut down the outside world with a click. “I’ll make some 
tea.” He brushed her arm as he departed.

Miriam sat alone in contemplation. She had considered 
this devastation, but who could prepare emotionally for a 
nationwide lambasting?

She clenched her fists in rage, cursing Burns and his treacherous 
plans and considering a counterattack of her own. 

Michael Burns had but one gap in his bulletproof vest: the 
word of Trent Marin. 

If only the world could learn the truth surrounding Marin’s 
incarceration — the year of torturous hell orchestrated by the 
president himself, all for the sake of silencing the truth surrounding 
his collusion with the AUC and his insipid misappropriation 
of five hundred million dollars. Then, and only then, the world 
would see just how convenient the death of Glen Brooks proved 
to be for Michael Burns.

The AUC’s assassination of Justice Lara Ochoa would prove 
especially dicey. The American peoples’ malevolence toward 
Burns would be second only to that of the good people of Bogotá, 
the trusting souls left to defend their streets and marketplaces 
against terrorist soldiers wielding armaments, compliments of the 
leader of the Western world. 

But the truth cut both ways. And try as she might, Miriam 
could not completely wash the death of Glen Brooks from her 
quivering hands. And one certainty remained; if Burns went 
down, he wouldn’t go alone.

For now, she suffered in isolation. 
The Washington Herald hit Miriam’s doorstep shortly after 

seven, and there it would remain. The headline was all too obvious. 
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But the Herald had picked up on a detail that the others had not yet 
pieced together, an aspect that would quickly gain major network 
attention.

mole uncovered: former staffer janelle harcourt was 
paid informant
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Chapter 48

A DAY IN THE INFIRMARY had diminished the burn in Trent’s 
torn shoulder. A team of medics he had never before seen repaired 
the bullet’s entryway, reducing the opening to a pinhole with a 
series of tight stitches. 

The loss of blood was remedied with a much-needed 
transfusion; his strength, what was left of it, had returned. All 
things physical were as they were just days before. But Trent might 
never be the same. 

The unforgivable sin had been executed. The Word 
characterized the act as a transgression against the Holy Spirit, 
but it stopped short of defining the infraction. Merely subscribing 
to the idea that the act was beyond the realm of forgiveness, an 
abomination so horrid that even the most repentant soul was 
doomed to the fiery depths of hell, the faithful were left to ponder 
and fret about their own actions, to avoid all iniquities of evil or 
depravity that ventured too near the ultimate transgression — 
whatever it may be.

Trent no longer pondered the nature of the sin; he knew all 
too well that he had wandered too close to the flame. The taking 
of one’s own life was the ultimate sin — what else could it be? And 
if the attempt had failed, the act was no less damning. 

Could God possibly absolve a soul with grievous intent merely 
upon the failure to succeed in the attempt? 

Trent thought not. The intent of his effort had been clear, and 
though his plight was more than any man should bear, the shield 
of Christianity had fought in far greater battles. The soldier of true 
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faith had always endured. Why hadn’t he? Was his faith without 
depth, his heart without conviction? A test had been put before 
him and he had faltered.

He needed to talk to someone, to speak to another of faith, to 
bare his soul and seek absolution. 

He needed his Bible. The source of all answers to this new 
and unwanted plague. He needed answers surrounding the fate of 
his scarred soul. More than ever before, he longed to be free; he 
needed to separate his mind and body from this manmade cage.

Or was he already in hell? Was he already serving his sentence 
of eternal damnation? 

He rose to his feet and began to claw at the cold, coarse cinder. 
He pawed at the stone until his fingers bled. Did one bleed in hell? 
Was this truly hell?

He shouted out down the long empty corridor. “Lucifer. Lucifer. 
You will not own me, Lucifer. Save your fires for the wicked; turn 
away, oh Angel of Darkness. You will not own me.” 

He cried out until he could stand no more, then fell to the thin 
foam pad. He brought his torn fingers to his mouth and sucked 
the drips of blood.

“You will not own me, Lucifer,” he cried in a low mumble. He 
could only pray that it wasn’t already too late.



270

Chapter 49

BILLY HAD LEFT FOR THE OFFICE at the crack of dawn; Janelle 
stayed put, pondering their next move. For now, Billy intended to 
learn the whereabouts of one Karl Jackson, ten-year agent of the 
Secret Service.

Janelle sat with Lacey and Will for nearly an hour until Billy 
checked back in.

Lacey answered the phone and handed it almost immediately 
to Janelle. “What did you find?” she asked anxiously.

“He’s been on assignment here in D.C. since McCord shut 
down his campaign. That’s all I’ve learned so far.” Billy’s voice was 
distant, troubled in some way.

“Can we get to him?”
“You haven’t seen the news, have you?”
“No. What’s happened?” she asked nervously. She pointed 

her hand toward the television with a mock remote. Lacey picked 
up on the cue and turned on the set. Janelle cupped the receiver. 
“CNN.” The image was shocking. “That’s Miriam’s home.”

“Yes,” Billy said.
“What’s going on? Why all the reporters?”
“The information is still a bit scattered. We were assembled 

and briefed first thing this morning.”
“Has someone pieced it together?”
“No. Judge Larson confessed to espionage,” he said flatly. “She 

admitted to attempting to sabotage McCord’s campaign. She spoke 
directly to Marx.”

“So he knows she was the source behind the photographs?
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“Apparently.”
“And he knows they were staged?”
“No, Janelle. She still claims they were authentic.”
“I don’t follow.”
“She admitted only to espionage. She maintains that the 

photographs are real, that McCord and Bonilla met on their own 
accord. So far only we know different.” 

“But why? Why would she confess to such a thing?” She 
considered the matter. “Someone must be leaning on her; someone 
has her under the gun.”

Billy’s words pierced Janelle like a dart. “She believes you 
do, Janelle.”

“That I do? That’s insane.”
“She said that you were a paid informant, a mole, of sorts, in 

the McCord camp.” 
“Why would she do that?”
“She must know that you saw Bandy entering her office in the 

Justice Department, then came to me with the truth.”
“How would she know that?” Janelle asked.
“Someone must have been watching us at the cemetery.”
Janelle shivered. “Watching us?”
“Watching you, I suppose. She must have had you under 

constant surveillance.”
“And she thinks I arranged to meet with you?”
“Yes. And she figured it was all official bureau business, so she 

ran to Marx with her own version of events, a means of discrediting 
your testimony.”

“A testimony that I never made.”
“Right. But she wasn’t willing to leave that to chance. She told 

Marx that McCord had coerced you back to his side with lucrative 
promises. All you needed to do was tell the FBI that Miriam had 
the photographs staged and then arranged for Bonilla to kill Glen 
Brooks for her own political gain.”

“So she told Marx how it actually happened.”
“She told Marx what she assumed you already had told me. As 

she saw it, she had nothing to lose.”
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“But then she discredits me by stating that I was part of the 
sabotage from the very start.”

“And that you’re an opportunist willing to sell out to the 
highest bidder.”

Janelle shook her head in dismay. “So Miriam traded murder for 
the lesser charge of sabotage. And now it’s her word against mine.”

“For now. But even Miriam won’t be able to talk her way out 
of the real photographs.”

“Especially now that’s she admitted publicly to having them 
taken,” Janelle finished.

“That little confession is going to backfire, big time.”
Janelle’s eyes glazed over at the endless sight of Miriam’s front 

door. “You have everything you need, Billy. What’s stopping you 
from bringing out the evidence?”

“A promise,” he said simply. “I promised you that I’d help you 
find out what happened to Kinnard, and I intend to keep that 
promise. Once the photographs are released, Marx will use every 
resource possible to round up the guilty. I need to borrow a few of 
those resources before he gets started.”

“Is it safe to involve agents?”
“I’ll choose them wisely.”
“So what’s the next step?”
“We get Jackson,” he said.
“And then what?”
“I’m working on a plan, but we have another issue to contend 

with first.”
“What now?”
Billy paused in hopes of finding a means of taking the sting 

out of his words. He failed miserably. “You’re suspected of 
espionage. Marx believes you to be every bit as guilty as Miriam 
on that charge. He’s also given orders to have McCord officially 
charged for the death of Glen Brooks. And if he believes that you 
are trying to wrongfully pin the murder on Miriam Larson, you 
may be looking at an obstruction of justice charge as well.”

Janelle’s gut went sour. A response drowned in a ball of acid.
“You can lay low with me and Lace for as long as needed.”
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Words finally came. “Then the obstruction of justice 
becomes yours.”

“I’ll take that chance. The truth will ultimately save us. We’re 
close to an end, Janelle. Very close.” 

�
Janelle did well to avoid the pull of the network news for the 

next several hours. After three unsuccessful tries, she finally got 
through to Jerry and Hans. The inevitable had already occurred. 
Three agents had pounded relentlessly on the screen door for 
twenty minutes before Jerry finally allowed entry. Behind them, 
the once diminishing cast of reporters was now a herd. The curb 
lines of the quiet Hyde Park streets were lined with network 
vans and aggressive reporters. This time, the melee filled three 
city blocks.

Jerry and Hans offered nothing to the agents. They eventually 
left in a huff.

Janelle offered apologies that Jerry quickly dismissed. 
“We’re on to something, Jerry. I’ll be in touch.” They both 

knew to keep the discussion to a minimum.
Lacey continued life as usual, even running errands with 

young Will in tow.
Janelle eventually gave in to the network news — her timing 

was dreadful. She surfed from ABC to CBS, CNN, and then 
MSNBC — all were the same. Through a swarm of reporters, two 
federal agents and an armed patrolman escorted John McCord 
from his home and into the custody of the FBI. A helpless Carol 
McCord stood on the doorstep, Anna Morris by her side. 

Janelle’s urge to run to the press with the concocted photographs 
was nearly too great to contain. 

“Come on, Billy,” she mumbled to herself. 
At three o’clock Billy returned. His progress was worth the wait.
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Chapter 50

IN SPRING 1954, a legendary football coach led 120 fiercely 
independent Aggie wannabes into an unrelenting infernal called 
Junction, Texas. The ensuing hell was like nothing ever before 
seen. In ten days’ time, he left Junction with only thirty-five. They 
went on to be champions. 

“. . . I have learned over the years how to hold a team together. 
How to lift some men up, how to calm others down, until finally 
they’ve got one heartbeat, together, a team.”— 

Paul “Bear” Bryant
Though once thought sadistic, Bryant’s methods have been 

embraced by the head coaches of collegiate football for generations. 
Memphis State was no exception. The kinship formed between 
teammates was a bond like no other, a promise to always be there, 
in even the most difficult times.

Billy Hogarth put that bond to the ultimate test and his 
teammates passed with flying colors. Within hours, four fellow 
linemen were headed to D.C. 

Billy spent the ensuing hours anxiously awaiting their arrivals. 
He used the time to lay out his next twelve hours to Janelle and his 
panic-filled wife.

“I know Jackson’s address and I know he’s in town. With any 
luck at all, we’ll catch him coming or going tonight. We’ll take him 
as peacefully as we can.”

Lacey was horrified at what she was hearing, too fearful to speak.
“It’s going to be five on one, baby.” He reached out and caressed 

his wife’s arm.
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“How much do these friends of yours know?” Janelle asked.
“Just enough to rile them up. I told them it was a bureau-

sanctioned operation.”
Janelle winced a bit.
“That’s all they need to know. I’ve emphasized it’s seize and 

capture only.”
Lacey got up forcefully and headed toward the bedroom. Billy 

reached out as she passed, but she dodged his grasp. “Baby.”
Lacey threw up her hands. “This is crazy, Billy. I can’t live 

like this.”
Billy pivoted. “Come on, Lace. It’s going to be fine.”
She shook her head and headed down the hall.
Janelle started to get up. “Billy, go to her.”
“It’s OK, Janelle. The last thing she wants right now is for me 

to tell her a few more lies.”
Janelle tilted her head.
“I’ll go to her in a bit.”
Janelle stood, paused, then slowly sat back down. She gave 

Billy a long and serious stare. “Don’t take this man lightly, Billy.”
“There’s five of us, Janelle. That’s hardly lightly.”
She leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. “It may take all five; 

this man is as large as you.”
“But not as large as five of me, Janelle. And I’m not even 

the biggest.”
Janelle ignored it. “He’s very highly trained. This man breaks 

bones for a living.”
“Five of us, Janelle,” he repeated.
She shook her head in defeat. “Will you be armed?”
“Yes,” he said softly. “But I have no intention of using it.”
She studied is eyes for a long moment. “OK.”
“It’s all we have, Janelle.”
“I know.”
“I do appreciate the concern.” He grinned.
She blushed a bit. “Let’s go over the plans one last time.”
“OK. Tonight, we pick up Karl Jackson. Exactly how is yet to 

be determined. But we’ll get him.”
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“And what if he doesn’t talk?”
“He’ll talk, Janelle. We’ll be real persuasive.”
Janelle knotted her brow. “I trust you, Billy. Don’t go over 

the line.”
“I did learn a thing or two at Quantico, Janelle.” 
She rested her glare. “How long do you intend retain him?”
“We have no choice but to hold him until it’s over — until 

Marin is a free man. We can’t risk him alerting the others, whoever 
that might be.”

“So who’s keeping watch over him?”
“Jarrod and Mason are committed for a few days. That should 

be two days more than we need.”
“So you think Marin is close by?”
“Nearly certain of it. Miriam is local, Jackson’s local, it just 

makes sense to have him here.”
“These agents you’re involving, that still concerns me.”
“We need professional help, Janelle. My boys aren’t trained 

for this sort of thing. And there’s no way I’m putting them at any 
further risk. They’re here for Jackson only. Tomorrow we use the 
agents. They’re all CTC members, all young, and all hungry.”

“What if they leak what’s going on?” Janelle asked.
“I’m employing your methods. They find out the nature of 

the mission just about the time we get there — no sooner. We’re 
meeting tomorrow morning at a rest area just outside of Rosslyn. 
It’s best to work in the light of day.”

“I want to be there.”
Billy didn’t respond with the immediate “no” she had expected.
“Not tonight,” he said.
“No, not tonight. I want to be there tomorrow.”
“It’s too risky, Janelle. Besides, these guys have been directed to 

bring you in for questioning. How do I explain your presence?”
“Then I’ll follow from a distance.”
“I don’t’ think that’s —”
“That’s how it’s going to be, Billy,” she said firmly. “That’s how 

it’s going to be,” she repeated softly.
Billy didn’t dare challenge, but he needed a reason. “Why, 

Janelle? Why is that so important to you?”
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“Because Kinnard may be there,” she said flatly.
Billy leaned forward and clutched her hands; he tilted his head 

down and spoke with compassion. “It’s a long shot, Janelle.”
Her eyes glazed over. “But not completely out of the question. 

And if Kinnard is ever to be found alive, this is where it will be. I 
refuse to sit by the phone waiting to find out.”

Billy pulled back. “I can’t stop you, can I?”
“No.”
The ring of the doorbell brought Lacey from the back bedroom. 

Two of the four giants arrived together. Bear hugs ensued; Lacey 
was picked clear off the floor. The celebration would last only until 
the other two arrived. Within the hour all five departed, leaving 
Janelle and Lacey to keep count of each tick of the clock. 

Five large bodies huddled down in a rented Plymouth Voyager, 
parked along the curb just two hundred feet from the home of 
Karl Jackson. The location took but thirty minutes to reach, but 
the ensuing wait had lasted more than an hour. 

Team consensus affirmed a ten o’clock strike. Jarrod would 
ring the bell and draw him out —a risky and unwanted approach. 
At five minutes before the hour, their luck turned. 

Karl Jackson pulled into the driveway, alone. The team rolled 
slowly toward the home, then made their move on foot. Jackson 
collected some belongings before finally opening the door. 
What ensued exceeded even Janelle’s dire concerns. Mason’s 
lumbering pounce was cut short by a swift and devastating chop 
block to the throat. In an instant he was out cold. But the loss 
served only to fuel the remaining four. Within minutes, Karl 
Jackson’s hands were cuffed, his ankles and mouth covered with 
duct tape. They tossed him on the floor of the van, scooped up 
a recovering Mason, and slowly rolled away. Jackson would 
learn nothing of his captors’ intents until their destination was 
reached. For twenty minutes, they allowed him to wallow in a 
state of confusion and fear. 

At eleven-thirty, Billy made the call that Lacey and Janelle had 
desperately awaited.

“Lace.”
“Billy, thank, God. Are you all right?”
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“I’m fine, baby. We’re all fine.”
Her next words came out softly, hardly believing what she was 

saying. “Did you get him?” 
“Yeah,” he said almost apologetically. “We got him. We did as 

little harm as possible, Lace.”
“Be careful, Billy.” Her voice faded off. She turned and handed 

the phone to Janelle.
“You OK?”
“Yeah.”
“Any complications?” Janelle asked.
“He knocked Mason out cold, if that counts.”
Janelle gasped.
“He’s OK, little bruised is all. Otherwise, all has gone according 

to Hoyle. We’re at the Presidio Motor Lodge off I-66. We’ve got 
Jackson cuffed to the sink.”

“Did he talk?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah, he talked. Told us more than we could possibly 

imagine. Marin is being held at Vint Hill Farms Station in 
Fauquier County. It’s an old army base, closed down back in ‘97. 
It’s slowly being converted into a private golf club community. 
Someone decided to do their own refurbishing of the existing 
barracks on the side.” 

“So Marin is right here in our own backyard,” Janelle said 
with disbelief. “Did Jackson say who’s behind this? Did he offer 
any explanation?”

“He says the reason for Marin’s incarceration is classified. Only 
the highest-ranking agents know the details. His own involvement 
in the video recordings is the only reason he even learned of 
Marin’s identity.”

“Why was Jackson there at all?”
“He was on assignment. Several agents took shifts guarding 

the prisoners.”
“There are others?”
“He said there had been as many as five prisoners throughout 

the facility during his time.”
Janelle’s body went rigid. 
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Could Kinnard possibly be one of the five? 
“Did you ask him about Kinnard?” she asked tentatively.
“Yes, I did,” he said slowly. “He knew nothing. Didn’t even 

recognize the name.”
Janelle was too numb to respond.
“It means nothing, Janelle. Jackson claims he hasn’t returned 

to the base in a month. He hasn’t been there since being assigned 
to McCord. Don’t make anything of it.”

She recovered slowly. “Did he know the identity of the 
other five?”

“Each and every one. All Colombian drug lords.”
“Drug lords?” She knew only one name, the most prominent 

of all extradited Colombian drug lords. “Not Erba.”
“The one and only. Carlos Erba and three others have been here 

since their release from the Miami Federal Detention Center over 
a year ago. They were used to create the impression of a Colombian 
prison. Marin has no idea that he’s in the United States.”

“Jackson told you all of this?”
“We struck a little fear in him. He believes we’re part of a neo-

Nazi cult.”
Janelle was quiet; something didn’t add up. “You said there 

were five others, but Erba and three others only make four.”
“That’s right. One of the five was here for only a short while. 

He was transferred here in mid-March and left just in time to kill 
Glen Brooks.”

“Bonilla?” A sharp sting raced up the full length of Janelle’s 
spine.

“Shall I piece together the obvious?” he asked.
“No need to,” she said. “That’s the same period of time that 

Miriam used Bonilla to stage the photographs with McCord. She 
must have had Bonilla transferred from MFDC to Virginia to be 
at her disposal.”

“Which means? Billy prodded.
“Which means Miriam knows the truth behind Marin’s 

incarceration. And if she knows of Marin, she must know who 
silenced Kinnard.” Her voice moved to rage.
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“I’d take that one step further, Janelle. She may well be the 
mastermind behind it.”

“But why? What would Miriam gain from imprisoning 
Trent Marin?” 

“I was hoping you could fill in that piece of the puzzle.”
“I’m stumped. Completely stumped. But I will find out. 

Tomorrow, I pay a visit to Miriam.”
“You’re not going alone.”
“Fair enough.”
“First things first, Janelle.”
“What’s next, Billy?”
“I’m coming home. I’ve got an early morning.”
“Will the others be safe alone?” she asked with deep sincerity.
“He’s locked down tight. I don’t expect any trouble.”
“Do one thing before you leave, Billy.”
“What’s that?”
“That man we have cuffed to the sink isn’t the bad guy. He’s a 

working man with a wife and children. Call them. Let them know 
he’s going to be all right.”

“OK,” he said. “Tell Lace I’ll be home in an hour.” 
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Chapter 51

DOUGLAS LARSON STAYED BY HIS WIFE’S SIDE as long as 
he could hold out.

“Get some rest, Doug. I’ll be fine,” she said gently. 
He rose from the couch and walked toward the door of the 

den. “If you need anything, darling, anything at all —”
She nodded. “Of course. Go on.”
She returned her sights to the orange embers still glowing at 

the base of the fire that Doug had made six hours earlier. The soft 
radiance of streetlights streamed through the thin lace curtains 
pulled tight over the den’s only access to the outside world — a 
cold and cruel world, unlike the one Miriam had forever known. 

The mantel clock had announced the 4:00 a.m. twenty minutes 
earlier. Outside her window, the media still loomed, content, for 
now, to huddle down in cars until the morning light.

Miriam was scheduled to resume questioning in less than six 
hours. The Attorney General’s office was resolved to conduct an 
immediate grand jury hearing, an ordeal that was certain to strip 
what little dignity and decency remained of her tattered reputation. 

Twelve hours earlier she had placed a call to the office of the 
president. Michael Burns had yet to respond. Anger exceeded 
wonder. Miriam had lived far too long to believe in fairy tales and 
rides into the sunset. There would be no presidential pardon, no 
eleventh-hour exoneration. The sins of three would be borne by 
her and her alone.

The enviable and cherished lifestyle she had toiled so long to 
secure was rapidly slipping from her reach. For three decades, 
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through various administrations, Miriam Larson had been the 
toast of the Beltway elite — the sweetheart of the inner sanctum, a 
queen amongst queens.

She knew no other lifestyle, no lesser, provincial existence.
A full day of consideration had solidified one vengeful 

certainty. She would not go down alone.
An abrupt arrival stirred interest amongst the curb dwellers. 

A haggard and beaten man approached Miriam’s door with a 
steadfast but debilitated gait. He pounded sharply on the thick 
oak entrance.

Miriam peered through the peephole. She opened the door 
chaotically.

“Jackson.” Her voice shook. “What’s happened to you?”
Karl Jackson stumbled into the doorway. Miriam led him 

with haste to the den, where he promptly dropped into a plush 
leather chair. 

“What’s happened to you?” she repeated.
The orbital socket of Jackson’s right eye was a pulsating crimson 

sack. His lower lip was puffed and red. His clothes — tattered and 
sweat-soaked.

“I’ll get some things.” Miriam returned in a minute with a 
glass of water, a bag of ice, and a stack of towels. Jackson downed 
the water in a single breath. 

After a while, he regained his wind. He spoke through a 
crooked and swollen opening. “They’re wise to Marin. They’re 
seizing the compound at dawn.”

Miriam’s eyes widened. She shook her head emphatically. 
“Who, Karl. Who’s they?”

“I don’t know,” he said hotly. He tossed the bag of ice around 
in his hand, then pressed it to his temple. “There were five, but I’m 
sure there’s more.”

“They did this to you?”
He stared through swollen red eyes. 
Miriam began to pace.
“Why you? Why did they come to you?”
He only shrugged.
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“How did they know the location?”
Jackson paused then spoke bluntly. “I told them.”
“You told them?” Her voice rang out.
“Look at me!” he shouted back.
“You were sworn to secrecy.” She wagged a rigid finger in 

his face.
He glared back with a look of disgust. “I have a sworn oath to 

protect the President of the United States — nothing more!” he 
said firmly. “I would take a bullet for Michael Burns. Wrap me in 
the flag and sing ‘Amazing Grace.’ Consider it my patriotic duty, 
my patriotic honor. But this. . .” he shook his head. “I will not die 
for this,” he said with clenched fists. 

Miriam backed away. “How do we find them?”
“You let them come to you. Prepare for an attack on the 

barracks. It’s not too late.”
Miriam’s eyes narrowed in thought. She said nothing.
Jackson continued. “I don’t know what this is all about or who 

else is involved, but I have a good hunch. This is classified, and 
‘classified’ means the operatives go all the way to the top. I came 
here to give you a fighting chance.”

She nodded, but still offered nothing.
Jackson slowly rose up. “Tell me what you want done.”
“You’ve done your part. I’ll handle it from here. I’ll make 

arrangements to get you home where you belong.”
Jackson spent the next fifteen minutes in front of the 

bathroom mirror, ineffectively reversing the night’s damage. A 
black Cadillac rolled to a stop in front of the house. The hounds 
quickly surrounded it. Miriam led him to the door. “Go home to 
your family. That’s where you need to be.”

Jackson straightened his tattered shirt and steeled his 
expression. She stopped him short of leaving.

Her eyes burned holes through him. “Your involvement 
must end here. Say nothing of our discussion for the next 
twenty-four hours.”

His eyes narrowed.
“Promise me that, Karl. Tell no one of the plans to rescue 
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Marin. I’ll make the call; I’ll do what needs to be done. You must 
make this one promise.”

He nodded. He wanted nothing more to do with this matter.
“Twenty-four hours, Karl. By then, it will all be very clear.”
He shook his head in confusion and departed.
Miriam returned to the den and began to walk circles around 

the phone resting aside the couch. She stopped on a sixth pass and 
laid her hand on the receiver. She held it there, then pulled away. 
In a moment of resolute conviction, Miriam Larson headed to her 
bed and fell asleep beside her husband.
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Chapter 52

AT FIVE-FIFTY IN THE MORNING, rest area 252 outside 
Rosslyn is not unlike a thousand others across the nation. Rows 
of cargo-haulers stand together in perfect uniformity, like the 
ivory of a Wurlitzer keyboard, announcing the arrival of morning 
with a concerto of rumbling diesels. Beads of soft orange lights 
lining hard metal trailers permeate the fading darkness; cab 
lights illuminate one by one, followed by the imminent hiss of 
hydraulics. A parade of lumbering giants ensues, ready and eager 
to attack the open road.

Billy and Janelle watched the exodus for ten minutes, ten 
slots apart. On the hour, three trusted agents appeared, motivated 
solely by the lure of curiosity. Billy expelled a silent sigh of relief. 
He abandoned his vehicle and filled the remaining rear seat; 
within seconds they commanded a spot in the cavalcade of exiting 
transports. Janelle drove her rented Mustang comfortably behind 
them for the forty-mile drive. 

Billy intended to offer nothing for thirty miles, an awkward 
nothingness that was sure to prove difficult to maintain. His cell 
offered assistance after only ten minutes — assistance he could 
have lived without. He pulled it from his hip. “Hello.”

“He’s gone, Billy!” 
“Jarrod?” 
Jarrod’s voice raced. “We woke up and he was gone!”
“Gone? He was cuffed! How could he be gone?” The others 

looked at Billy with mounting wariness.
“He tore the pipes right out of the sink.”
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“You couldn’t stop him?”
Jarrod gave no immediate response.
“How did he get past you?”
His response was timid. “Like I said, Billy. We woke up and he 

was gone. We slept right through it. I’m sorry, Billy. I’m so sorry.” 
“Any idea when he may have left?”
“None.”
“Where are you now?”
“In the room, Billy,” he said matter-of-factly. 
Billy considered the ramifications. His eyes widened. “Get out 

of there, Jarrod! Get out, now!”
“What —”
“Just go, Jarrod! Go, now!”
Jarrod slammed the phone down and moved with sudden 

panic, but Billy’s urgency, though well intended, proved 
unnecessary. Jarrod and Mason pulled away from the motor lodge 
without incident.

The impact of this unforeseen turnaround racked Billy’s mind. 
The obvious outcome was dire, nearly worthy of abandoning his 
well-laid plan. The anticipated low level of security surrounding 
Marin and the others was now a lost fantasy. Jackson and an army 
of protectors were bound to have all barriers sealed against the 
threat of attack. Billy broke from his planned silence — he owed 
the others full disclosure. What once appeared to be a triumphant 
covert rescue was now a potential march into a war zone.

He spoke slowly and methodically, no detail left untold. The 
agents received the nearly inconceivable tale with utter disbelief. 
The very notion that Trent Marin was suffering at the hands of 
Americans beneath their very noses stirred something Billy had 
not expected — patriotic bravado, laced with incorrigible hostility. 
The mission remained intact.
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Chapter 53

HISTORIC FAUQUIER COUNTY is a maze of villages and quaint 
bedroom towns nestled comfortably in the valleys of the awe-
inspiring Appalachians. Highways and surface streets are spotted 
with scenic overviews lined with tourists, intent on absorbing 
the sights of each breathtaking vista. How odd a contrast to the 
jungle prison in Trent Marin’s mind. To no man would a Rocky 
Top morning ever be sweeter. 

Billy and his accomplices rolled to a stop at the entrance of 
Vint Hill Farms Station. The guard shack, now abandoned, was 
still intact. Janelle pulled to the side of the road four hundred 
yards behind. 

Jackson had given them all they would need. Trent Marin was 
being held in a refurbished gymnasium on the southeast perimeter 
of the seven hundred-acre base. The structure sat aside six tin-
roof Quonset huts constructed during WWII. All but two were 
now abandoned; exactly which ones were yet to be determined.

Billy waved them forward past the entrance and through a 
grove of pines. They slowed again as they came into open view. A 
construction crew manned a fleet of earthmovers on the western 
edge of the field. For more than fifty years, Vint Hills Farms Station 
had provided logistics support for assigned signals intelligence 
and electronic warfare weapon systems. The facility performed 
critical communications jamming and intelligence fusion for 
the nearby capital city. Within two years, its purpose would be 
reduced to providing plush fairways and bent-grass greens. Single 
family lots had already sold out surrounding the private course. 
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Builders promoted the community as an escape from the rat 
race, a sanctuary of beauty, removed from the squabbles of the 
neighboring cities.

The EPA’s demands for the removal of tainted underground 
storage tanks had slowed the building process and greatly 
increased initial development costs. The need for additional 
venture capitalists dragged the process to a standstill for nearly 
a year. But now the heavy machinery had returned and the long 
awaited development continued on.

They rolled slowly toward the southeast acreage. Three air 
traffic control towers rose up as they crested over a barren ridge. 
More heavy machinery was in place, though it appeared crews 
were not yet on hand. From a distance, their targeted site came 
into view. 

The two-story brick gymnasium was overrun with clinging 
ivy, an exterior that told little of its barbaric gallows. The Quonset 
huts were nestled in a dense pocket of maples and spruce just west 
of the gym. All appeared well.

“You sure he didn’t lead you astray, Billy?”
Billy offered no response. He studied the huts for any sign of 

movement. “There’s at least one vehicle parked beside the farthest 
building,” Billy pointed out. The huts were laid out in three rows of 
two. “Pull alongside the last one. Circle wide to stay outside their 
view.” Janelle remained at the top of the ridge, choosing to view 
the spectacle from one hundred yards.

“I don’t see anyone, Billy. Where’s the firestorm?”
Had they already come and gone? The peaceful presence was 

baffling. Billy shook his head and spoke softly. “I don’t know. Let’s 
go stir one up.”

They left the vehicle and moved in on foot, each armed with 
government-issue Glocks in shoulder straps, light jackets covering 
their appearance. Billy led the way, moving like a cat along the 
bowed tin wall of the first hut. He ducked beneath the first of two 
sets of dingy windows; the others followed suit. Billy doubled 
back, straightened up, and peeked inside. He saw nothing but five 
thousand square feet of concrete flooring; he moved on. Eight 
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consecutive windows rendered the same, until finally they reached 
the targeted hut. This one was occupied. A dozen tables lined the 
inside perimeter with a computer monitor resting on the table 
nearest the front entrance; a single illuminated bulb suspended 
by a thick black chord hung lazily above the table. And then there 
was movement. An occupant came into view. 

Billy crouched back down. He contemplated their next move. 
“All I can see is one.”

“It may be a trap, Billy.”
“Or not. Why would they bother to stay and fight? They had 

ample warning. Why not just pull Marin out long enough to satisfy 
our curiosity?”

“Then why is anyone here?”
Billy didn’t answer immediately; the obvious response 

made little sense. But now it seemed possible. “Maybe Jackson 
stayed quiet.”

“No way, Billy.”
“It’s possible. This isn’t his battle.”
“So this turns into a cakewalk?”
“Let’s assume not, but maybe.” Billy stood back up for another 

look inside, then crouched back down. “Let’s try to keep this 
simple. Follow my lead.”

Billy led his trio to the front door of the Quonset hut and 
entered without hesitation. The occupant’s reaction was less 
than astonished. There was something telling in his ease; Billy 
maintained the aura.

He nodded, “Good morning. We’re here on assignment.”
The man tilted his head in confusion.
“Secret Service.” Billy tilted back. “We’ve been assigned to monitor 

the prisoners.” Billy eyes narrowed. “I assume you were notified.”
The guard studied the monitor. “No. There’s nothing on my 

log.” He remained unmoved.
“This is Vint Hill Farms, isn’t it?” Billy looked to others and 

feigned a laugh.
“Yes, sir.” He raised his hands and looked about. “At least 

what’s left of it.”
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“Can you take us where we need to be?” 
“Sure.”
Perhaps this was going to be easier than they could have 

possibly imagined.
“I’ll need to see ID, of course.”
Billy pursed his lips and patted his jacket. He considered a 

quick flash of his bureau credentials, then thought better of it. 
“Can you believe I came all this way without it?”

The man looked to the others. “How ‘bout you boys?” They 
shrugged in unison. He huffed. “I’ll just need to make a call to 
confirm your orders.” He pulled the receiver from its cradle.

Billy moved around the table suddenly and gripped the man’s 
wrist. He forced his hand back down. “That won’t be necessary.”

The astonishment they had first expected now appeared. He 
yanked his arm from Billy’s grip and backed away. “What’s going 
on here?”

Billy moved toward him. “Take us to Marin,” he said, 
stone-faced.

His face lost all color. “I’ll do nothing of the sort.”
“Don’t make this difficult.” Billy pulled open his jacket and 

revealed his sidearm. The effect was minimal. He pulled the gun 
from the harness and pointed it directly at him. “Take us to Marin.” 
Billy grabbed him by the wrist and spun him around, pressing 
his twisted arm tight against his back. He pressed the nose of his 
Glock into his ribs. “Let’s go for a walk.”

From a tidy perch a football field away, Janelle watched as five 
bodies entered the west entrance of the gymnasium; she tightened 
and recited a short prayer of hope.

They entered a long, windowless anteroom with a stairwell 
at either end. A string of fluorescent lighting illuminated the 
otherwise dun area. Several six-foot oak trophy cases stood against 
a thirty-foot red brick wall. 

A lone guard stood up as they entered; this one chose to keep 
his pistol at his side. Billy pressed his gun further into the man’s 
ribs. “No funny stuff. Big smile.”

“What’s up, Phillip?” the guard asked as he approached.
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Phillip turned suddenly, revealing Billy’s gun. The man went 
for his own, but a moment too late. Billy’s trio disarmed the guard 
quickly and effectively. 

“Keep him here.” Billy needed more edge; he considered 
his next words carefully, then blurted them out with as much 
genuineness as possible. “If he’s any trouble, shoot him.” Billy and 
the others would no sooner shoot a man in cold blood than harm a 
child, but intimidation was critical. The man’s shoulders slumped. 
“Is anyone else here?”

He swallowed hard and spoke timidly. “Just the prisoners.”
He twisted his gun between the two lowest ribs. “Is that 

true, Phillip?”
“Yes.” 
“Just two of you? I’m having a bit of trouble buying that.”
“Believe what you want,” he snapped.
Billy searched the other man’s eyes for sincerity, but fear 

shrouded any possibility of detection. 
“Tell me about this building. How is it laid out?” 
Phillip spoke in a beaten monotone. “That stairwell will take 

you where you want to go.” He nodded to the opening at the far 
end of the wall. Billy shoved Phillip across the room until they were 
standing at the foot of the stairs. A short flight of steps headed up 
and yet another, though longer, descended.

“Which way is Marin?”
“Down.”
“What’s at the top?”
“The basketball court.”
“Who’s up there?”
“Nobody.”
“What’s it used for now?”
“Nothing.”
Billy pushed him forward. “Prove it to me.” They moved 

quickly up the steps. “Open the door.”
Phillip responded without hesitance. They passed through the 

metal matrix of two sets of bleachers. Billy used Phillip as a shield 
as they walked to courtside. He scanned each corner under a dim 
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set of lights. Nothing looked out of place — hoop and backboard 
at either end, more bleachers across the way. The air was heavy 
and lifeless, seemingly trapped and undisturbed. Were they really 
alone? Billy’s confidence mounted.

“Take me downstairs.”
They retreated slowly, still locked together by a steadfast grip. 

Billy halted before descending. “No surprises, Phillip. Let’s keep 
this nice and easy.”

They shuffled slowly down the steps. Billy’s senses were at high 
alert. A steel door at the base was marked “Men’s Locker Room.”

“Open it up.”
Phillip pulled a key from his breast pocket and shoved it into 

the lock set. The hinges screeched an eerie protest, echoing down 
a long hallway; the door sealed tightly behind them as they moved 
inside. A dim light in an adjacent hallway did little to guide their 
path. Pebbled concrete crunched beneath their feet; slow, dripping 
water existed in the vacuum of sound. 

“Turn on the lights.”
Phillip stood still. Billy tightened his grip and shoved him 

forward. Phillip leaned forward and flicked a switch. A long, 
narrow, cinderblock hallway running the length of the building 
came into view. Four suspended bulbs whitened the surrounding 
cinder, yielding ten-foot shadows between each. Three openings 
existed at equal distance, all of which led to abutting hallways 
leading directly beneath the court above. 

“What’s down there?” Billy pointed to the first opening.
“The Colombians,” Phillip said without apology. “All prisoners 

of the U.S. penal system.”
“Is that so?” Billy was resolved to make his own summations 

of this manmade dungeon. Phillip would serve merely as a guide. 
“Go there.”

The loose mortar beneath their feet announced their approach. 
The floor was flawed beyond normal decay, beaten with something 
no less powerful than a jackhammer. They walked sixty feet down 
the adjoined hallway, aptly to center court. Three doors hemmed 
in a dead end, two marked “Equipment Room” and the third 
designated “Boiler Room.” 
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Unlike the outer perimeter, the doors each framed a slotted 
window at eye level. Billy saw nothing inside but absolute darkness.

Phillip offered nothing without constant prodding; his 
insolence was unnerving.

“Say something,” Billy barked. He let go of his grip and spun 
him around in the corner. “Show me what I came to see.”

Phillip gave a wry grin and huffed; he moved toward Billy, 
bringing a return of the gun’s aim. “Open the circuit box.” Billy 
nodded toward the wall-mounted steel casing a foot from Phillips 
head. Phillip pulled it open.

All but two of the twelve circuits were in the “on” position. 
The sticker on the back of the door was too tattered to read. Billy 
hesitated, wondering if they were about to trigger a silent alarm; 
then, with a single finger, Billy flipped both switches. The slotted 
windows of all three doors illuminated. 

Billy looked through the glass of the boiler room. Proof of 
Phillip’s word slowly arose from a military cot. A tight squint 
revealed little of the eyes looking back at Billy.

He moved to the next; this one harbored two, both arising as 
if on cue. The third brig was occupied by the most notorious of 
the four.

“Erba,” Billy mumbled. He looked to Phillip, who seemed to 
be enjoying the barbaric revelations.

Billy grabbed him by the collar and led him back down the 
hall; to Phillip’s bewilderment, he retreated back up the flight of 
stairs. The creak of the door gained the attention of his trusting 
trio. He pushed Phillip toward them.

“Two of you stand guard here,” he commanded firmly. “Fire 
two shots if there’s trouble.”

“And the other?”
“Come with me.” He nodded toward the guard. “Bring him 

with you.”
They retreated back down the steps, with both guards this time. 

They moved quickly toward the Colombians’ cells. Billy pointed at 
Erba’s diminutive quarters. “Both of you — in there.”

They shook their heads aggressively.
“Get in!”
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Still no response. 
Billy patted the front of the guard’s pants just below the beltline. 

He shoved his hand into his front pocket and pulled out a set of 
keys. He tossed them around in his grip, then shook them an inch 
from the guard’s face. “Open it, or you go in with the twins.” 

The guard reluctantly shoved the key into Erba’s door and 
slowly opened it. Billy took the keys and shoved them in his 
pocket. Erba moved instinctively to the opening. Billy wagged his 
gun at Phillip. “Let’s go.”

With a shove of encouragement, they complied. The door 
slammed shut behind them.

“Stay here and keep watch.”
Billy moved quickly to the end of the hallway, this time 

turning right; he kept his gun at the ready. He stopped short of 
the next opening and dropped to a crouch. A quick look revealed 
nothing. He moved hastily down the corridor toward a gap in the 
wall. The source of the insistent, slow dripping was disclosed. A 
fire hose lay twisted on a tile floor; the aftermath of its duty rode a 
seam in the tile toward a center floor drain. A dozen showerheads 
were removed and sealed off with stainless caps. Billy stepped in 
and placed his hand on the aqua-colored tile wall— still damp. 
He retreated and moved deeper into the eerie dungeon. A single 
door was positioned at the far end of the passage, far deeper into 
the structure than Phillip had taken him. As he grew closer he 
detected a light, but the window was covered by a drawn shade, 
disclosing nothing of the room’s content. He pulled the keys from 
his pocket and began shoving one after the other into the lockset. 
His repose was deteriorating rapidly with the fruitless effort. He 
stepped back and studied the door. Unlike the thick steel used to 
seal the prisoners, this door was wooden. Billy owned this door. 
He reared back and kicked the door from its hinges. He dropped 
back to the crouch and prepared for retaliation. More of the 
same— nothing.

He knew at once where he was standing; he had watched the 
videos repeatedly. A sturdy steel table extended to both ends of the 
room, a half-dozen chairs positioned around it. Trent Marin’s only 
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connection to the outside world remained hoisted on a tripod in 
a far corner. 

The blatant deception of it all filled Billy with a mounting rage. 
He retreated back down the hallway with little remaining concern.
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Chapter 54

MIRIAM SHOOK HER SLEEPING HUSBAND at half past six. 
Her night’s sleep had been little more than an extended nap. 

Doug Larson awoke to a set of sultry eyes and wandering 
hands. A morning offering that had given way to hectic schedules 
decades ago ensued. Miriam performed with unparalleled passion, 
a deviation from the systematic lovemaking that marked their long 
marriage, a melodramatic and curious effort of unprecedented 
vigor. The finale was followed with the sustained and tender 
embrace of young lovers, light kisses and sugary promises spoken 
in delicate whispers.

She left him with a gallant and content stride; he watched her 
float away.

“I’m coming with you today,” he said.
“I’ll be a while getting ready; you stay put.”
“OK.” Try as he might to stay alert, he slipped slowly into an 

unrelenting tranquil state, then slipped off on passing clouds.
Miriam pulled her hair tight in a bun, lightly powdered her 

cheeks, and adorned herself in a selection of silky pastels. Step 
by step, she followed the itinerary laid out in a night of focused 
contemplation. She retreated quietly to her den and drew open 
the blinds. 

Here I am world. Catch me while you can.
She rounded the desk and pulled open the pen drawer and 

dug deep inside. With her back to the press, she gripped a small 
black revolver, studying it in quivering hands. Hands that would 
soon require steadiness, hands that would soon reveal a deadly 
trail of deception for all the world to see. 
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It’s your turn to pay, Mr. President.
She dropped the gun into her purse and snapped it shut. She 

steeled herself with a deep inhalation, knotted her brow, and 
exited into a parade of annoyance. She walked undaunted to her 
awaiting Cadillac and locked the door behind her.

“The Justice Department, Adam.”
“Right away.”
They sped away without further interruption.
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Chapter 55

TRENT MARIN SAT UPRIGHT on the thin foam pad, his knees 
tucked beneath his chin, his ankles held tight. His body conformed 
to the position in a manner that only frailty would allow. He 
slowly rocked back and forth against the cold cinder block, quietly 
humming a medley of hymns. He held his eyes shut and slipped 
slowly into the self-imposed catatonic state. Transporting himself 
into another time and place, he returned to those final days of 
freedom that held so many truths. 

He contemplated the gap in time for the thousandth time. 
The syringe, a blur, the infirmary.
The syringe; a blur; the infirmary.
What truths existed in the blur? It remained a gap in time no 

more clear than five hundred days before.
Trent broke the trance with a defeated cry of distress. He forced 

his hands through his tangled wet hair, his grip tight around his 
coarse, unkempt locks, his teeth clenched in a vice of despair.

What difference did it all make now? What hope lay in the 
truth? This was his beginning and his end. This is where he would 
suffer — this is where he would die.

His supplication riled the guards. They were approaching at a 
rapid speed, their advance marked by the scratch of loose cinder. 

He looked up with weary and hopeless eyes; a giant of a man 
loomed over him.

“Mr. Marin?”
He said nothing.
The man began forcing keys in to the lock. Trent slowly raised up.
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“Mr. Marin. My name is William Hogarth, Special Agent for 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

Had he finally gone completely mad?
The cage door came open, an unexpected gentle hand wrapped 

around his wounded shoulder. The man stared into his clouded 
eyes and uttered the most unimaginable words.

“You’re going home, Mr. Marin.”
The clouds remained intact.
“It’s over.” He leaned toward him and stared deep into his eyes. 

“It’s finally over.”
Billy saw a glimmer of light pierce through the murk. He slid 

his arm around him and moved him into the corridor. A hundred 
feet of rubble lay between them and sweet freedom. Billy gently 
lowered one arm down the back of Trent’s legs and hoisted him 
into a cradled position. His frailty was unsettling. They moved 
swiftly down the hall to the adjoining corridor, this time passing 
the washroom, beyond the path of isolation and into the outer 
limits, an area Trent had never been taken to before. 

Billy pulled open the heavy steel door and raced to the top of 
the stairs. He gently lowered Trent onto unstable legs. The agents 
closed the gap between them. They looked at Trent with a mix of 
fulfillment and despair. A beaten and withered man returned their 
gazes, his clothes hanging loosely over his emaciated frame, his 
sunken eyes framed with dark circles of distress; a once proud and 
sophisticated man, reduced to a state of the living dead. 

“You found him,” one said with a restrained ring of victory.
Billy looked back at Trent; he steadied him with a strong hand 

on the shoulder. His demeanor changed in an instant. “I’m getting 
him out of here — now. Make some calls, bring in all the backup 
you can find, but choose them wisely. No one enters this building 
without your consent. Let’s blow the lid off this thing.”

Billy escorted Trent toward the door. He retreated first and 
surveyed the surroundings — still nothing. The morning sun 
struck a revelation in Billy that had been lost amid the flurry — 
Trent Marin was walking into a Colombian jungle. 

Billy guided him into a confusing array of beauty, the radiant 
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morning sun of the Virginia countryside. He squared his shoulders 
to Trent and stared into his sun-thirsty eyes. The explanation 
would wait a moment longer. 

They moved beyond the Quonset huts and into open view of 
Janelle’s Mustang parked atop the ridge. Billy waved her in with one 
large swoop of the arm. He held Trent tight as she approached.

Janelle dropped the car in gear and stormed toward the huts. 
Where were the others? Why only two? Her mind was lost in a 
quandary of possibilities — none of which bode well for Kinnard.

She slammed to a stop at Billy’s side. He pulled open the door 
and flung the front seat forward, guiding the man into the back 
seat. Janelle stared at Trent in a moment more surreal than any 
she had ever before known. He fell down into the seat and stared 
straight ahead. 

“Janelle Harcourt — Trent Marin.”
Trent turned his head slowly and locked eyes with Janelle. His 

expression offered nothing of his understanding. She scrambled 
for words. “You’re safe now, Mr. Marin,” Billy folded himself into 
the passenger’s seat.

Trent turned his gaze on the surrounding landscape. A look of 
bewilderment washed across his weathered face. He spoke for the 
first time, his voice resonating from a dry, festered throat. “Where 
are we?” 

Janelle looked to Billy — where to begin? She took the lead.
“You’ve been deceived, Mr. Marin.” She looked again at Billy. 

Was it too much too soon? He prodded her along.
“We’re in Virginia. You’ve been held at the Vint Hills Farm 

Military base for more than a year.”
Trent’s eyes narrowed; his hands trembled lightly.
“We don’t know all the reasons why, Mr. Marin. Not yet.” 
A perplexed silence ensued. For Trent, the mystery of the gap 

in time was finally clear; the why remained unanswered.
“Let’s go,” Billy said in a hushed tone. 
Janelle didn’t move. Her eyes begged for more.
Billy shook his head slowly. “There were four others, Janelle.” 

He inhaled and released slowly. A look a true empathy softened 
his determined brow. “All Colombians,” he said softly.
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Her eyes welled, then gave way to long streams of despair. 
Billy leaned forward and pressed his head to hers. “I’m so sorry, 
Janelle.” Her body began to shake involuntarily from rueful yelps 
of sorrow. Billy held her tight as she plunged into a deep state 
of grief. He held her for several minutes, until her sturdy inner 
strength settled her body. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her 
sleeve, then clutched the gearshift firmly. 

“Let me drive,” Billy said calmly.
“I’m fine,” she said, as she turned to reverse the Mustang’s 

course.
Trent’s eyes locked with hers. Compassion loomed beneath 

his heavy lids. After all he had endured, his heart bled for her; the 
notion moved her in an unexpected way. His lips began to quiver 
in a necessary rehearsal of words. The rote narration of Psalms 
flowed much easier than thoughtful consideration of structured 
speech. He had spoken to another so little in five hundred days. 
His words finally came. “There were five.”

Janelle gave a puzzled look, pushed the gearshift to neutral, 
then set the hand brake.

“Five?” she asked.
His words came slowly. “He said four.” His eyes landed on 

Billy. “But there were five.”
Janelle looked to Billy with a glimmer of hope that vanished 

in an instant.
“Yes, Mr. Marin. There were five,” Billy said. “His name was 

Parejo Bonilla, a Colombian drug lord, like the others.”
Trent’s eyes narrowed, a bewildered look meshed with a 

hundred emotions.
“Bonilla was killed,” Billy said flatly. He let his words hang for 

comprehension. Trent’s confusion only grew.
“He was taken from here nearly two months ago. The truth 

will all be clear soon, Mr. Marin. I promise you.”
Trent’s chin dropped to his chest. Billy nodded to Janelle; she 

engaged the gear and dropped the hand brake.
Trent muttered again. “There were five again.”
“Again? What is ‘five again’?” Billy asked, a hint of impatience 

in his tone.
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“Five again.” He raised his head and looked at Janelle. “Five, 
then four, then five again.”

Janelle’s heart nearly exploded in her chest. “Five when? When 
were there five?” Her voice bordered on a scream.

“After Bonilla.”
“Kinnard!” Janelle’s eyes widened with hope. 
Billy tempered her spirit. “There were only four, Janelle. All 

distinctly Colombians.”
“This one was an American,” Trent said.
“He’s in there,” her voice raced. “He’s in there, Billy.”
Billy looked to Trent. “When was the last time you saw him?”
“At the washing.”
“The washing? When was the washing?”
Trent’s response ignited Janelle like a rocket. “Today,” he 

mumbled. 
No earthly force existed great enough to keep Janelle from the 

gymnasium. She raced from the vehicle.
Billy yelled out, “Wait. We’re coming with you.” He prompted 

Trent out, then lifted him and ran steadily toward Janelle. The 
agents caught sight of their arrival. The locked door was opened 
to allow entry.

“What’s going on, Billy?”
Billy scanned the red-brick anteroom for answers to the 

puzzle. The find was evident, an oversight that left him angered 
and ashamed.

A stairwell existed on each end of the thirty-foot wall. Phillip 
had led him to the far end only.

Billy felt fire in every nerve. “You’ll be fine here, Mr. Marin.” 
Billy could only wonder what fear they aroused by retreating back 
into Trent’s hell. 

He pulled his gun from his shoulder harness and moved to the 
stairwell. Janelle followed a step behind, a position that Billy knew 
he couldn’t thwart.

This time Billy had no need for the ascending flight. They 
headed down the short flight of steps and began shoving keys 
into the lock set. He looked at the sign on the door. “Women’s 
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Locker Room.” How could he have been so careless? 
“Stay close to me,” he said.
The door came open with a resonating squeal much like the 

other, but the sound was void of the hollow echo of the first, 
dissipating into a wall of stone five feet from the opening. 

Billy stepped in and looked both ways. The right ended 
suddenly; the left was routed beneath the court with a dim light 
at an adjoining hallway four quick strides away. Twice that many 
with a silent approach.

Billy held his sidearm in the prone position. He performed his 
spin-and-crouch survey as he came upon the opening. Content 
but disheartened, he jerked his head and Janelle moved into the 
opening. The anticipation held more promise than the view. They 
scanned a large room with dingy orange lockers lining the outer 
wall, ten-foot wood benches bolted to the floor in front of each 
set. A single bulb protruding from a cone-shaped tin shade hung 
from the center of the ceiling; it would be their only aid.

“There’s another opening at the far end,” Billy said quietly. 
“Probably shower stalls.”

“How about there?” Janelle pointed toward a steel door 
between two sets of lockers. 

Billy pulled the keys from his pocket. “Let’s find out.
The door was eerily familiar; a slotted window existed at eye 

level, but like the others, it gave way to absolute darkness. Billy 
fumbled the keys with one hand, refusing to re-holster his sidearm 
just yet. Janelle took them gently from his grip.

“Let me try.”
Billy looked around for a circuit box. “We need light.” He left 

her to consider thirty possible options. One by one she eliminated 
the useless, until finally the lock surrendered its hold. Her success 
far exceeded Billy’s. 

“Any luck?” she shouted out.
“Nothing yet.” Billy’s voice was muffled by stone. He had retreated 

back down the hallway in what appeared to be a vain effort.
Janelle didn’t intend to wait; she pulled open the door and 

moved slowly inside, the door closing behind her. Her pounding 
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heart announced her entry to any would-be trouble. The dim light 
from the locker room seeped through the tiny slotted window, 
then faded into the floor. She inched along the wall as her eyes 
slowly adjusted, absolute black fading slowly to murky gray. In 
a far corner, a heap of black remained. It rose slowly and moved 
toward the light. Janelle pushed against the wall, beyond fear — 
too frightened to call out. 

She braced for trouble — then sweet music filled her ears.
“What took you so long, doll face?”
“Got it,” Billy’s voice rang out and with a loud snap, darkness 

became light. 
Kinnard Lythe stood before her, squinting in the light. 
Janelle’s eyes filled with tears of exultation.
“I knew I could count on you,” he said softly.
She lunged forward and wrapped her arms around him. 

“You’re alive. My God, Kinnard, you’re alive.” She buried her head 
into his shoulder and began to weep a river of joy. “I thought I’d 
lost you forever.” Her words burrowed through a cluster of sobs.

“Was starting to think the same myself.” He squeezed her 
tightly and melted in her embrace.

She held on as if never to let go. He welcomed every second 
of it, lost in the feel of her embrace, until finally she needed to 
see his face, to reassure that the prayer had truly come true. She 
stared into his weary blue eyes, beaming with the glow of a mother 
experiencing new and joyous birth. “You’re alive.”

She pulled him back in and held tight.
“Didn’t think you were through with me yet, did you?”
“Never through with you, Kinnard. Never.” She pulled back 

and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “Are you OK?”
“Little tattered. Quite a bit angry, but OK.”
“I can’t believe I’m looking at you.” 
“Like the new look?” Kinnard’s face was clean shaven for the 

first time in years. Ears once lined with an array of studs were now 
a mere collection of empty holes; his exuberant style replaced with 
a plain twill smock. 

“You look wonderful.” She placed her hands on either side of 



Sins of a Nation

305

his face and adored the sight. Her lips quivered in the moment, 
then did what they longed to do for so very long. She pushed her 
mouth to his and kissed him long and hard. She pulled back and 
stared into his eyes. “You’re never leaving me again, Mr. Lythe.”

Her words put Kinnard’s quick wit to rest. “Deal.”
She lowered her hands and webbed her fingers into his.
Billy pulled open the door and stood stunned by the sight. 

“Thank God.”
“We’ve got him, Billy.” The tears returned.
Billy’s body fell limp, a ton of relief falling from his broad 

shoulders.
“Kinnard Lythe — Billy Hogarth, FBI.”
“Real nice to meet you, Billy Hogarth, FBI,” Kinnard said.
Billy nodded. “Feeling’s mutual, Kinnard.”
Janelle was still bursting with the reality of it all. “We found 

him, Billy. We found them both.” She stared at Kinnard with 
glossy eyes.

“Both? Then you have Marin too?” 
“Yes — so you knew he was here?” 
“Yes, I knew. There’s Marin, Erba, and three others. They corral 

us together for showers every fourth day.”
“Does Marin know who you are?” 
“No. I tried to speak to him the very first time; I was beaten for 

my attempt. I’ve thought better of it ever since.”
Janelle’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know where you are, 

Kinnard?”
He looked about. “In hell, I suppose; thanks for visiting.” He 

smiled lightly. “Not Colombia, that much I know. I came here by 
ground, twenty hours tied up in the trunk of a sedan.”

Janelle brushed his weary face. “Such horror,” she said softly.
“I have no idea where I am.”
Billy spoke up. “Vint Hill Farms military base just outside 

of D.C.”
“I don’t understand. Who’s behind all of this?”
Janelle pondered a quick response, then held back. “It’s a 

domestic issue, Kinnard.”
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“I’ve determined as much, though I doubt Marin did. My guards 
are Americans, but for all I can tell, they never come in contact with 
Marin. With the exception of me, he saw only men of Colombian 
descent. Erba, the others, even the ones assigned to hose us down.” 

“He knows now,” she said quietly.
“How is he?”
“He’ll need time. But it’s safe to say that your site ultimately 

saved him.”
“Then you saw Jackson in the video.”
She nodded. “Eventually. Jerry and Hans were relentless, 

Kinnard. They had the entire country studying those videos until 
something finally popped.”

Kinnard tilted his brow and stared hard at Janelle. “Jackson’s 
presence in those videos is still unclear to me, Janelle. What does 
it all mean? Who’s behind this?”

She gave Billy a passing glance, swallowed hard, then spoke. 
“We don’t know how deep it goes yet, but Miriam Larson has 
played a significant role.”

Kinnard’s mouth drooped, his tightened brow unfurled. 
“Miriam?”

“I’m afraid so.”
“How do you know this?”
“Because Parejo Bonilla was being held here before you, and 

it was Miriam that pulled him from here to frame John McCord 
with the killing of Glen Brooks.”

Kinnard’s head spun with confusion and fury. “So McCord 
had nothing to do with it after all.”

Janelle shook her head.
“And Miriam did?” he asked with a tone of disbelief.
“We don’t know all the players yet, Kinnard. Nothing is 

certain at this point. We do know that she used me to help trip 
up McCord.”

Kinnard stared at the ground, recalling Miriam’s words. “She 
said that my efforts to release Marin may do more harm than 
good. She was protecting her interests even then. I can’t believe 
how blind I was.”
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“She talked me into taking a public stand against Senator 
McCord — no one was more blind than I, Kinnard.” 

Billy cleared his throat. “Why don’t we get out of this dungeon? 
We’ve got somewhere we need to be.”

“Where to?” Kinnard asked.
“First, we get you and Marin medical attention. Then Billy and 

I have a date with Miriam Larson,” Janelle said sternly. 
“I’m fine. I’m coming with you.”
“You should be looked at, Kinnard.”
“I’m coming with you,” he said flatly. “She left me here to die; 

I need some answers myself.”
“There’s no stopping you?”
“No.”
She turned to Billy. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter 56

MIRIAM PASSED THROUGH A CROWD of reporters in front 
of the Justice Department at 7:45 a.m. and moved quickly to the 
privacy of her office.

In little more than an hour’s time, questioning would resume 
in the J. Edgar Hoover Building. In all her years of service, she had 
never before thwarted a scheduled appointment. But today, Peter 
Marx would be left waiting like a nervous prom date. And in time, 
discussions of sabotage and espionage would be overrun by the 
shocking accusation of murder.

Miriam shut out the morning light with a drawn shade, then 
clicked off the overhead lights. A Tiffany desk lamp would serve as 
the only light in the vast mahogany-laden office. To the passerby, 
her office appeared unoccupied. Only the most tenacious would 
look inside. 

She positioned a camcorder on a tripod and framed her chair 
inside the frosted white square.

Moments earlier her husband had reached her with a tone of 
confusion and distress. Janelle and two others had come calling 
with a troubling sense of urgency. Doug Larson had rerouted their 
path to the Justice Department. All was on a predicted schedule. 

Miriam sat down behind her desk, patted her hair, re-applied 
a touch of lipstick, then folded her hands in front of her. Through 
the smoky glass of her office door, a huddle of noisy silhouettes 
appeared. It was apparent that appropriate backup had been 
coordinated en route to their destination.

Miriam steeled herself as the door slowly opened. Billy Hogarth 
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looked inside, then turned back and gave orders to the others. 
The gathering remained in the hallway as first Billy moved inside, 
then Janelle, and finally Kinnard, still adorned in the apparel of 
incarceration. He pulled the door closed behind him.

A long, searching stare ensued. Miriam did well to retain the 
mask of deceptive confidence that Janelle once emulated. 

Her eyes locked in on Janelle’s. “I thought you might drop in. 
Please, have a seat.” She waved her arm at the chairs positioned in 
front of the desk.

“We’re fine here,” Janelle said sharply. She looked at the 
camcorder then back to the revered judge.

Miriam smiled lightly. “I’m prepared to give you what you 
came for, captured for posterity. Now come, have a seat.”

Janelle looked to the others, then moved to the front of one of 
four leather chairs and dropped slowly down. Kinnard and Billy 
followed suit.

Miriam rose, and moved swiftly around the desk, Billy shoved 
his hand instinctively to the inside of his jacket.

“Please don’t insult me,” Miriam said, looking down at him. He 
assessed the lack of danger, then slowly laid his hand back down 
on his lap. “And who exactly might you be?” she asked.

“FBI. William Hogarth.”
“I see.”
Miriam contemplated his presence, then moved toward the 

door. All three shifted, watching her every move. She went to the 
door and set the lock. “Let’s keep this between us for the time 
being.” She retreated to her chair behind the desk, then raised a 
remote and activated the video recorder over Kinnard’s shoulder. 
Her eyes met with his.

“I’m not nearly the monster I appear to be, Kinnard. This much 
I assure you.” Kinnard grimaced; his lips rehearsed a seething 
response. Miriam raised her hand. “No more games; the truth is 
the only card left to play.”

“You left him to die,” Janelle blurted out; her words hung in 
the air like a dark cloud. 

“I wouldn’t have allowed that to happen,” Miriam said softly. 
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“Why was I there?” Kinnard asked.
“Because you were getting too close to the truth. Surely you’ve 

surmised that much. Your efforts — this movement of yours 
— was stirring a very dangerous pot. And repeated denials of 
involvement from Bogotá had become too much to bear. ”

“Too much for whom?”
Miriam looked to each before dropping her bombshell. “Too 

much for President Burns.” 
The revelation brought stunned silence. Miriam enjoyed the 

effect, then continued.
“All that has occurred is linked to one dead justice,” she said 

slowly. “Your theory surrounding Marin’s incarceration was not 
entirely inaccurate, Kinnard. The FARC was holding Justice Ochoa 
captive as a means of negotiating with Bogotá. Her release was 
dependent on Bogotá’s agreement to cease military attacks along 
the Ecuadorian border. The scheme was effective and Bogotá 
retreated at once, but the FARC didn’t keep to their side of the 
deal. They retained Ochoa and held her once again as a shield 
against the AUC. 

“For years, the FARC had overpowered the AUC, slaughtering 
their soldiers in hand-to-hand jungle combat. But this time the 
power had shifted. The AUC attacked with a military might far 
greater than the guerilla armies had ever before seen. The FARC’s 
attempt to use Justice Ochoa as a shield against attack was futile. 
Ochoa was executed in military fashion. The AUC pounded the 
guerilla soldiers with unprecedented force. In a matter of days 
they had gained a stronghold on the most fertile cocaine fields 
in the Western Hemisphere, leaving Bogotá with an even more 
powerful foe.”

Kinnard stared at the ground and mumbled, “Burns diverted 
military funding intended for Bogotá to the AUC.”

Miriam nodded. “It wasn’t the first time our trusted 
president misappropriated funds, but never before to a known 
terrorist group.”

“But why?”
“Isn’t it obvious? The short-term effect of the FARC’s defeat 

has been a rapid decline in the import of narcotics. A once-failed 
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War on Drugs has enjoyed its greatest victory. And our president’s 
legacy receives a timely boost.”

“But the AUC now controls those fields. It’s just a matter of 
time —”

Miriam cut him short. “A matter of time before the warlords 
become the drug lords? Precisely. And don’t discount the real 
possibility that the AUC will, in time, use their forces to overcome 
Bogotá itself. But that transition is on another’s clock. And our 
president washes his hands of the inevitable backlash.” 

“And where does Trent Marin play into all of this?” Billy asked.
Miriam shifted her gaze to the giant agent, wondering for a 

moment how different all might be if not for his involvement. 
Clearly this was the man that opened Janelle’s eyes to the twisted 
trail of deceit. The man that had met her in a lonely graveyard and 
brought the pieces all together.

“Trent Marin was operating out of the U.S. Consulate in 
Bogotá when Burns made the decision to divert federal funding to 
the AUC. The decision was shared with very few; Trent Marin was 
not a part of his inner circle, but Burns feared a leak, nonetheless. 
As time passed, Marin’s association with the people of Bogotá 
strengthened; it was as if he was becoming one with them, a part 
of their lives. The perfect diplomat. 

“Word soon spread of Marin’s intention to stay well beyond 
his term. to turn his back on a promising future and become an 
expatriate. And that was all just a bit too much for Burns. He was 
certain that Marin knew the truth. Bogotá was determined to find 
the source of military funding that ultimately led to Justice Ochoa’s 
death, and Burns was sure that Marin intended to offer them the 
truth on a golden platter. Burns had no intention of allowing his 
precious legacy to receive such a devastating blow.

“Marin was taken from the U.S. Consulate, drugged, and 
returned to the States. He was certain he had never left Colombia, 
and Burns did well to uphold that image.”

“By imprisoning Erba and the others along with him,” 
Janelle said.

Miriam nodded.
“And how long did he intend to hold him?”
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“Ten years. By then, his cries would fall on deaf ears. As far as 
the American people knew, he was a convicted rapist, being held 
justifiably by the Colombian government.”

“And where do you come in, Miriam?” Janelle asked coldly.
Miriam straightened up, shifted in her seat, and continued. 

“Michael Burns came to me with a promise. One that I should 
have shunned from the moment it was offered. But I didn’t.” She 
drew out the last three words, as if listening to the very sound of 
her own voice. “Michael was in desperate need of a Democratic 
victory in November, and he thought with the right incentive, I 
might be able to help.”

“Why was it so important to him?” Billy asked.
“Because Burns had foolishly utilized members of the Treasury 

Department in his little cover up, going so far as to shift Secret 
Service agents to the mock prison to oversee the operation from 
time to time. Agents that are committed servants to the President 
of the United States. I think you see where I’m headed.”

“If Richard Gibbins failed to win the Oval Office, those same 
agents would fall under the command of the new president. And 
it would be only a matter of time before the horrors of Vint Hill 
Farms were revealed.” Billy shook his head in disgust. 

Miriam looked at Janelle, then looked down in shame; she 
fidgeted with a crystal paperweight resting on her desk pad. 
“Michael assured me an appointment to the Supreme Court if 
Gibbins became president. My part was to trip up John McCord 
in any way possible.”

“So you used me as a mole.”
Miriam glanced quickly at Janelle. “The party believed John 

McCord to be Gibbins’s only real threat, though in hindsight 
I’m not certain Peter Allen wouldn’t have had the same success 
against the vice president. You were in place to keep us abreast of 
campaign strategy and sources of funding.”

“What a trusting fool I was,” Janelle said.
“I’m sorry, Janelle. More than you could know.”
Janelle offered nothing in return. 
“Despite our attempts, McCord’s popularity grew rapidly. 
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By New Hampshire, he appeared to be well on his way to the 
nomination. Our only hope rested in Glen Brooks’s ability to steal 
votes and put Allen over the edge.

“So why kill your only hope?” Billy asked.
“Because we feared that Brooks would pull out after Michigan, 

and there would be no stopping McCord after that. They acted at 
the most opportune time possible.”

“They?”
“Yes, Burns and Gibbins. I knew nothing of the killing until 

after it took place. The decision was made without my consent. 
Once done, they commissioned an insider at the Post to heighten 
coverage of what was being called the Brooks factor, the obvious 
benefit that McCord derived from the death of Glen Brooks. By 
the Arizona primary, John McCord was steeped in motive, and 
the results were proving all too convenient to his campaign. The 
timing was ripe to release the evidence.”

“And the doubts of one of McCord’s very own strengthened 
the suspicions of the American people,” Janelle said sharply. “You 
used me to frame an innocent man for murder. I came to you for 
help and you sent me to the wolves. You advised me to leave the 
campaign and wash my hands of John McCord. You knew that 
the press would turn that into an indictment. You orchestrated 
every move.” 

Miriam offered no immediate defense. 
“You had Bandy and Bonilla create the photographs for the 

sole purpose of framing John McCord.” Janelle’s tone was hot, her 
volume increasing. 

“With the intent of framing him for collusion with a known 
terrorist, not murder,” Miriam shot back.

“Why should we believe that, Miriam?”
“Because it’s the truth.
“The truth doesn’t seem to play a part in your decisions.”
“I take exception to that, young lady.”
Janelle’s voice slowed; she shook her head with loathing “You 

even had a photo taken of me to ensure I would come forward. 
Nicely done, Miriam. It worked to perfection.”
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“Guilty on all charges, Janelle. And you can rest assured 
that Peter Marx has no intention of letting up on the charge of 
sabotage. I’ve confessed to as much, but that is the only crime that 
I have committed.” She looked directly at the recorder. “The rest is 
the work of Michael Burns and Richard Gibbins.” 

“How about kidnapping and acts of terrorism? How do you 
wash your hands of the evils perpetrated on Kinnard? How do 
you sleep knowing that Trent Marin was left to die alone like a 
caged animal?”

Miriam shifted her gaze. “I told them nothing of your identity, 
Kinnard. They were left to seek you out on their own. They lured 
you in with promises of national exposure in hopes that you would 
show your face. You took the bait; after that it was just a matter of 
finding you alone.”

“And you did nothing,” Kinnard said. “Not so much as 
anonymous call to warn me.”

“I did do something, Kinnard. I convinced them to spare your 
life. Vint Hill Farms was not their intent. They wanted much more 
finality than that.”

“Forgive me if I don’t offer my thanks,” he said coldly.
“I saved your life, Kinnard,” she said desperately.
“And what kind of life did you intend to leave me with? Tell 

me that! What kind of existence had you left for me?” A seething 
silence ensued. “How long did you intend to let me rot?”

“I wouldn’t have allowed that.”
“How long, Miriam? A year? Ten years? Long enough to secure 

your position on the Court, while Trent Marin and I are reduced 
to lunatics? You’re no less guilty than the others.”

“I’m sorry you see it that way, Kinnard.”
Janelle stared at Miriam in disbelief. “Do you really think that 

this confession will exonerate you from these atrocities?”
Miriam shook her head. “I’ve lived too long to be so naive. 

Michael Burns will assure that I go down with him. This tape is my 
assurance that I don’t go down alone.”

“Why the tape at all, Miriam? Why not go to Marx with 
the truth?”
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“I have my reasons.”
“Perhaps it has to do with your inability to speak the truth 

directly to Peter Marx,” Janelle said caustically.
Miriam gave Janelle a puzzled look.
“Don’t think for a moment that I don’t know what you’ve 

already told him.” 
Miriam looked at Billy — the source of Janelle’s knowledge. 

He nodded with a smug grin. “The director bought into your little 
story,” Billy said.

Janelle continued, “You told him that I’ve been bribed by John 
McCord to pin Brooks’s murder on you.”

“It was an inexcusable act of desperation. Now I’m correcting 
that error in judgment.”

“How very noble,” Janelle said. “Now that Vint Hill Farms 
has been discovered, you’ve decided to change your story. Well, 
it changes nothing, Miriam,” she said flatly. “Perhaps you are 
innocent of murder, but you were prepared to let an innocent man 
take the fall. And that makes you no less evil than the others.” 

Miriam’s stoic mask of confidence crumbled at the edges. Her 
eyes stayed locked on Janelle, the balance of power shifting from 
mentor to student.

“I held you in such high regard,” Janelle said softly.
Miriam’s head turned down. She took a breath and pointed 

the remote at the recorder to stop the tape. “Take the tape to Marx. 
Let him do what needs to be done.”

Janelle rose up slowly, the others followed. Billy moved to the 
recorder and removed the cartridge. They turned to leave.

“Janelle,” Miriam rang out. Janelle turned slowly. “Run 
from this dreaded place, dear. Put the evils of the capital city 
far behind you.”

“I’m done taking your advice, Miriam.”
“Then allow me this.” She paused a moment to gain her 

composure. “I am truly sorry, Janelle— so very sorry. I can only 
hope that one day you come to forgive me.”

Janelle gave the slightest of nods and turned back away. 
Billy opened the door to a horde of agents and armed officers. 
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All fell silent as he spoke. “Take Ms. Larson into the custody for 
conspiracy to commit murder.” The ensuing rumble created by the 
allegation was cut short by the piercing thunder of a single shot. 
Janelle’s body shuddered in response. She moved back inside the 
office with the swarm behind her. Miriam Larson’s lifeless body 
lay slumped over the desk, a pool of blood forming around her 
head. A small revolver remained clutched in her hand.

Janelle’s body shook violently. Kinnard wrapped an arm 
around her and turned her from the terror of the sight. A dozen 
agents stormed in with guns held high. Kinnard worked their 
way back into the hallway where a new crowd had already begun 
to form. 

Billy slipped the cartridge into his pocket and surveyed the 
room for signs of foul play. 

But all was just as it first seemed. 
In a final act of vengeance, Miriam Larson had sealed the 

fate of her co-conspirators with a confession of complete and 
unaltered truth, an unprecedented and stunning revelation that 
would soon shock the world. Three of the western world’s most 
powerful public officials had engaged in a predatory act of greed 
and unthinkable malevolence, two of which would soon face 
the endless perils of the U.S. justice system and the ensuing 
backlash of public disdain, a backlash that Miriam knew she 
could never endure. 

Billy moved to the hallway and ushered Janelle and Kinnard 
away. Within the hour, he would return to the Federal Triangle 
— this time to the office of Peter Marx. The director had given him 
a clear mission: determine who killed Parejo Bonilla. 

Billy had done that much and so very much more.
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Chapter 57

JERRY AND HANS WERE WAITING by the door as Janelle and 
Kinnard pulled into the drive of their tidy Hyde Park home. The 
astonishing news of Kinnard’s and Trent’s perils and ultimate 
rescue had filled the networks for the past twelve hours. Anchors 
and correspondents clamored for each new detail. 

The crunch of gravel beneath their tires crooned a tune of 
familiarity. “Good to be back in Austin, I bet?”

“Always good, Janelle. But never quite like this.”
Jerry and Hans stormed the Jeep in a display of unparalleled 

relief and heart-wrenching love. The impossible had happened. 
Though resolute in their commitment to “stay strong,” not one 
among them had expected that this very moment would ever see 
its place in time. 

They embraced before a growing sect of concerned neighbors, 
all taken in the preceding weeks by the plight of Kinnard Lythe. 
They filled the sidewalks in a show of joy and support. The howls 
and tears of exhilaration rained over the streets. Kinnard embraced 
each of his little-known army of supporters. 

What little of the press still remained captured the celebration 
from afar with clicking shutters. All were aware of the colossal 
allegations and unavoidable evidence levied against the highest 
office in the land. Their more prominent counterparts were 
clicking shutters outside of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, and would 
be doing so for months to come.

After a quarter hour, they headed inside. Kinnard plopped 
down on a kitchen chair and looked about as if all was new. A 
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beaming Jerry poured each a cup of Sumatra, then settled down 
beside them. They instinctively joined hands at the center of the 
table and studied one another’s eyes for the words to capture such 
an unbelievable moment.

Janelle recited a solemn prayer of thanks. They dropped their 
heads and tightened their grip. They gave a final squeeze as she 
uttered her closing words. Janelle crossed herself, then leaned over 
and kissed Kinnard gently on the cheek. She rubbed his stubbled 
scalp and stared at him longingly.

“You look remarkably well, Kinnard,” Jerry said.
“I feel great. I received a clean bill of health.”
“How about Trent Marin? How’s he?” Jerry asked soberly.
“He’s resting comfortably at the Walter Reed Medical Center,” 

Janelle answered. “We stayed with him for a couple of hours before 
we left. He’s coherent, even smiling a bit. They told us that they 
expect a complete recovery — at least physically. He’ll receive the 
best help money can buy, and with any luck, he’ll one day put the 
horror of his incarceration behind him.”

“Such a shame. And all of this because of his knowledge of the 
president’s indiscretions?” Jerry asked.

Janelle nodded. “Yes. The irony of it all is that Trent never 
pieced it together until just weeks ago. He never knew for certain 
that Burns had funded the AUC.”

“So he posed no real threat to the president.”
“None whatsoever.”
“They ought to fry those guys,” Hans said irately. 
“The road ahead of them won’t be easy. Their defense attorneys 

will need to contend with Miriam’s taped confession, four staged 
photographs, a stack of depositions from a dozen Secret Service 
Agents assigned to Vint Hill Farms, and a tainted jury. There’s no 
jurisdiction on the planet that won’t know every detail by trial.”

“Sounds fittingly hopeless.”
“Enough to ensure Burns’s immediate resignation. By morning 

we’ll be operating under a new Commander in Chief.” 
Jerry pondered the facts. “Why did Marin confess to a crime 

he didn’t commit?”
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“He saw it as a confess-or-die situation,” Kinnard said. 
“Remember, he thought he was being held by guerilla rebels,” 

Janelle added. “He was inclined to believe their threats.”
“But why prompt the confession at all?”
“Because newjustus.com was becoming a thorn in the 

president’s side. The public pressure to take action against Bogotá 
was spinning out of control. His confession was forced to silence 
the rage. Who, after all, is going to fight for a convicted rapist?”

“But it didn’t work.”
“It would have, if not for the faith of one man.” Janelle wrapped 

her arms around Kinnard’s. “The man that saved Trent’s life. 
They’re already calling you a hero.”

Kinnard blushed a bit. “We all saved him; each of us played a 
part. And each of you saved my life.” 

Jerry raised his mug, “A hero’s welcome home, my friend.”
Hans touched his mug to Jerry’s. “Here, here.” He sipped his 

coffee, then shifted gears. “There’s one remaining victim here. The 
man that would be king. What becomes of John McCord?”

“John McCord has the fairy tale ending. The party intends 
to grant him the nomination come June, much to the chagrin of 
Peter Allen, I’m sure.”

“To run against whom?”
“The next in the pecking order behind Richard Gibbins.”
“So it’s safe to say that Senator McCord will be President 

McCord, come January?”
“Barring anymore unforeseen dilemmas,” Janelle grimaced.
Kinnard rubbed her arm. “You did what anyone would have 

done, given the facts.”
“Perhaps, though I’m not sure John McCord will ever see 

it that way.”
“Don’t be so sure. You did go to great lengths to make it right.”
“You don’t get credit when you created the problem in the 

first place.”
“Three others created the problem, Janelle. You were among 

the victims. Of course, I wouldn’t be holding out hope for that 
cabinet post.”
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“You don’t think so?” she smiled lightly. 
Hans got up, “Why don’t we leave you two alone. Jerry and I 

have some final preparations to make.”
“What’s going on, guys?”
“Nothing big really. We’re just hosting a little welcome home 

party tonight down at Antone’s. A private little gathering for only 
your closest friends — about three hundred strong.”

“How did you pull that off?”
“You had a lot of people pulling for you, buddy.”
Kinnard shook his head with a smug grin; his voice cracked 

a bit and his words came out soft. “Thanks, guys.” He shifted his 
gaze back and forth, his bleary red eyes quickly regaining their 
sparkle. “Thanks for never losing faith.”

“Party starts in four hours, amigo. Get some rest.”
Janelle wrapped her arms around Kinnard’s as they departed. 

“OK, mister, you got your rest on the plane. Now you’re all mine.”
“You’ve twisted my arm.”
“We’ve got a lot to talk about, Kinnard.”
“Yes we do. Let’s go somewhere special. I know just the place.”
In ten minutes’ time, they found themselves at the foot of 

Mt. Bonnell, one hundred steps from the summit of Austin’s 
most majestic overlook. Kinnard took Janelle’s hand and began 
the ascent. In two minutes, they stood hand in hand at the top, 
basking in the beauty below — the sparkling Colorado River 
flowing through the tree-covered Hill Country, the soft skyline of 
the city rising up from the trees in the distance.

“It’s so beautiful up here,” Janelle said. A gentle breeze brushed 
her auburn curls.

Kinnard led her along a twisting, unfettered trail, through a 
grove of pines and cacti, to where a flat limestone perch protruded 
from the hillside. “This is the perfect spot,” he whispered. He 
guided her onto the rock and dropped down, his feet hanging 
lazily over the edge. She cautiously sat down beside him. “Best 
view in the world from here. A perfect panoramic of the place we 
call home.”

“It is perfect. When did you discover this?”
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He smirked, “About ten years ago.”
“Just stumbled upon it, I suppose.”
“It took some looking, but I wanted to find the perfect spot.” 
“Perfect for what, Kinnard?” Her eyes glossed over. 
“Just in case you were still available at twenty-nine.”
“Sorry, Kinnard, I’m only twenty-eight.”
“Yeah. But you never know when I might turn up missing 

again; can’t take any chances.”
“No one or no thing is ever taking you away from me again.”
“No one ever could, Janelle.” He raised his hand to the side of 

her face and kissed her gently, then again, this time with a lifetime 
of passion. “I love you, Janelle. I always have.”

Her eyes welled up.
“Don’t go crying on me, I’m not done yet.” Kinnard shoved his 

hand deep into his pocket and pulled out a small black box. Janelle 
brought her hand to her lips, and gave in to the flow of tears. “I’ve 
had this for five years. Figured I could use it on the runner-up if 
I had to.”

“Oh, Kinnard.”
“I’ve thought about this moment a thousand times over the 

past ten years. Never giving up hope that one day we’d be here 
together — together forever.” He pulled out a tissue and wiped her 
eyes. He smirked. “I came prepared.”

“Thanks.”
“Forgive me if I don’t get down on one knee.” He looked 

tentatively over the edge. “Here goes. Janelle Harcourt, you are 
the light of my life, and I love you more than you could ever 
possibly imagine. Will you do me the unthinkable honor of 
becoming my wife?”

“You better give me that tissue back.”
“That’s the response I get?”
She wiped her eyes. “Here’s your response.” She wrapped 

her arms around him and kissed him long and hard. She pulled 
back and looked deep into his sparkling eyes. “Yes, Kinnard. 
Yes, yes, yes.”




