

  [image: cover]



  


  [image: ]


  



  To David Young and Jamie Raab, the dynamic duo of publishing and my friends


  



  
    
      The only thing potentially worse than not being able to see the forest for the trees is not being able to see the trees because of the
      forest.


      Anonymous

    

  


  



  CONTENTS

[image: ]


Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Chapter 88


  



  PROLOGUE
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  MAKE IT STOP!


  The man hunched over the cold metal table, his body curled tight, eyes screwed shut, his voice cracking. He sucked in each breath and let it out like it would be his last. Through headphones a
  fast blast of words filled his ear canals and then flooded his brain. An array of sensors was strapped into a heavy cloth harness that was buckled over his torso. He also wore a cap with electrodes
  attached that measured his brain waves. The room was brightly lit.


  With each bite of audio and broadside of video his body clenched as though staggered by a shot delivered by the heavyweight champ.


  He started weeping.


  In an adjacent and darkened room a small group of stunned men watched this scene through a one-way mirror.


  On the wall inside the room with the sobbing man the screen was eight feet wide and six feet tall. It seemed perfectly designed for watching NFL football. However, the digital images racing
  across its face were not huge men in uniform knocking brain cells out of each other. This was top-top-secret data to which very few people in the government would be privy.


  Collectively, and to the experienced eye, they were remarkable in revealing the clandestine activities going on around the globe.


  There were crystal clear pictures of suspicious troop movements in Korea along the Thirty-Eighth Parallel.


  Satellite images of construction projects in Iran showing underground missile silos that looked like huge pencil holders carved in the dirt, along with boiling thermal silhouettes of a working
  nuclear reactor.


  In Pakistan, high-altitude surveillance photos of the aftermath of a terrorist explosion at a market where vegetables and body parts held equal sections of the ground.


  In Russia, there was real-time video of a caravan of military trucks on a mission that might push the world into another global war.


  From India flowed data on a terrorist cell planning simultaneous hits on sensitive targets in an effort to promote regional unrest.


  In New York City, incriminating photos of a major political leader with someone who was not his wife.


  From Paris, reams of numbers and names representing financial intelligence on criminal enterprises. They moved so fast they seemed like a million columns of Sudoku delivered at hyperspeed.


  From China, there was clandestine intelligence on a possible coup against the countrys leadership.


  From thousands of federally funded intelligence fusion centers spread across the United States flowed information on suspicious activities being carried out either by Americans or by foreigners
  operating domestically.


  From the Five Eye alliesUnited States, Britain, Canada, Australia, and New Zealanda compilation of top secret communications, all of colossal importance.


  And on it poured, from all corners of the globe, delivered en masse in high definition.


  If it were an Xbox or a PS3 game it would be the most exciting and difficult one ever created. But there was nothing made up about it. Here real people lived and real people died, every second
  of every day.


  This exercise was known, in the topmost echelon of the intelligence community, as the Wall.


  The man hunched over the metal table was small and lean. His skin was light brown, his hair short and black and plastered to his small skull. His eyes were large, and red from the tears. He was
  thirty-one years old but looked like he had aged ten years in the last four hours.


  Please, make it stop. I cant take this. I cant do this.


  At this comment the tallest man behind the mirror stirred. His name was Peter Bunting. He was forty-seven years old and this was, plain and simple, his operation, his ambition, his life. He
  lived and breathed it. At no time did at least part of his brain think of anything else. His hair had grayed considerably over the last six months for reasons tied directly to the Wall, or more
  specifically, problems with the Wall.


  He wore a custom-fitted jacket, shirt, and slacks. Though he had an athletes body he had never played competitive sports and wasnt particularly coordinated. What he did have was an
  abundance of brains and an inexhaustible desire to succeed. Hed graduated from college at age nineteen, held a postgraduate degree from Stanford, and had been a Rhodes scholar. He had the
  perfect blend of strategic vision and street smarts. He was wealthy and well connected, though he was unknown to the public. He had many reasons to be happy, and merely one to be frustrated, angry
  even. And he was staring at it right now.


  Or rather at him.


  Bunting looked down at the electronic tablet he was holding. He had asked the man numerous questions, the answers for which could be found in the data flow. He hadnt gotten a single
  response. Please tell me this is someones screwed-up idea of a joke, he finally said. Only he knew it wasnt. People here did not kid about anything.


  An older, shorter man in a wrinkled dress shirt spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. The problem is hes classified as an E-Five, Mr. Bunting.


  Well, this Five aint cutting it, obviously, shot back Bunting.


  They turned to look through the glass once more as the man in the room ripped off the headphones and screamed, I want out. Now. No one said it would be like this.


  Bunting dropped his tablet on a table and slumped against the wall. The man in the room was Sohan Sharma. He had been their last, best hope to fill the position of the Analyst. Analyst with a
  capital A. There was only one.


  Sir? said the youngest man in the group. He was barely thirty, but his long and unruly hair and his boyish features made him appear far younger. His Adams apple skittered
  nervously up and down like an elevator stuck shuttling between floors.


  Bunting rubbed his temples. Im listening, Avery. He paused to crunch some Tums. Just make it important. Im a little stressed, as Im sure you can
  tell.


  Sharma is a true Five by every acceptable measure. It was only when he got to the Wall that he fell apart. He glanced at the bank of computer screens that was monitoring
  Sharmas vitals and brain functions. His theta activity has spiked through the roof. Classic extreme information overload. It began one minute after we cranked the Walls
  throughput to max.


  Yeah, that part I figured out for myself. Bunting motioned to Sharma, who was now on the floor weeping. But a legit Five and this is the result we get? How is that
  possible?


  Avery said, The chief problem is theres exponentially more data being thrown at the Analyst. Ten thousand hours of video. A hundred thousand reports. Four million incident
  registers. The daily satellite imagery collection is in the multiple terabytes, and thats after its been filtered. Captured signals intelligence requiring attention are in the
  thousands of hours. Combat field chatter alone could fill a thousand phone books. It pours in every second of every day in ever-increasing amounts from a million different sources. Compared to the
  data available only twenty years ago its like taking a thimble of water and transforming it into a million Pacific Oceans. With the last Analyst wed been ratcheting down the data flow
  considerably simply out of necessity.


  So what exactly are you telling me, Avery? Bunting asked.


  The young man drew a rapid breath. The expression on his face was like a man in the water whod just realized he might be drowning.


  We may have bumped up against the limits of the human mind.


  Bunting looked around at the others. None of them would meet his eye. Electrical currents seemed to pop in the damp air thrown off from the sweat on their faces.


  There is nothing more powerful than a fully utilized, fully deployable human brain, said Bunting in a deliberately calm tone. I wouldnt last ten seconds against the
  Wall because Im using maybe eleven percent of my gray cellsthats all I can manage. But an E-Five makes Einsteins brain look like a fetuss. Not even a Cray
  Supercomputer comes close. Its quantum computing with flesh and bone. It can operate linearly, spatially, geometrically, in every dimension we need it to. It is the perfect analytical
  mechanism.


  I understand that, sir, but


  Buntings voice grew more strident. Thats been proven in every study weve ever done. That is the gospel upon which rests everything we do here. And more importantly,
  that is what our two-point-five-billion-dollar contract says we have to provide and that every last son of a bitch in the intelligence community depends on. Ive told this to the
  president of the United States and every person down the power chain from him. And now youre telling me its not true?


  Avery stood his ground. The universe may be constantly expanding, but there are limits to everything else. He gestured to the room beyond the glass where Sharma was still weeping.
  And that may be what were looking at right now. The absolute limit.


  Bunting said grimly, If what youre saying is true, then we are screwed beyond belief. The whole civilized world is screwed. Were toast. History. Done. The bad guys win.
  Lets all go home and wait for Armageddon. Hail to the Taliban and al Qaeda, the bastards. Game-set-match. They win.


  I understand your frustration, sir. But ignoring the obvious is never a good plan.


  Then get me a Six.


  The young man looked stunned. Theres no such thing as a Six.


  Bullshit! Thats what we thought about Two through Five.


  But still


  Find me a damn Six. No arguments, no excuses. Just do it, Avery.


  The Adams apple cratered. Yes, sir.


  The older man said, What about Sharma?


  Bunting turned to look at the sobbing, failed Analyst. Do the exit process, have him sign all the usual documents, and make clear to him that if he says one word about this to anyone he
  will be charged with treason and hell spend the rest of his life in a federal prison.


  Bunting left. The cascade of images finally stopped and the room grew dark.


  Sohan Sharma was walked out to a waiting van. Inside were three men. After Sharma climbed in, one of the men slid an arm around Sharmas neck and another around his head. He jerked his
  thick arms in different directions and Sharma slumped over with a broken neck.


  The van drove off with the body of the pure E-Five whose brain simply wasnt good enough anymore.


  



  NINE MONTHS LATER
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  1


  THE SMALL JET BUMPED down hard on the runway in Portland, Maine. It rose up in the air and banged down again harder. Even
  the pilot was probably wondering if he could keep the twenty-five-ton jet on the tarmac. Because he was trying to beat a storm in, the young aviator had made his approach at a steeper trajectory
  and a faster speed than the airlines manual recommended. The wind shear culled off the leading edge of the cold front had caused the jets wings to pendulum back and forth. The copilot
  had warned the passengers that the landing would be bumpy and a bit more than uncomfortable.


  Hed been right.


  The rear carriage wheels caught and held the second time around, and the lead aircraft-grade rubber bit down a few moments later. The rapid and steep flight path in had caused more than a few of
  the four dozen passengers on the single-aisle jet to white-knuckle their armrests, mouth a few prayers, and even reach for the barf bags in the seatbacks. When the wheel brakes and reverse
  thrusters engaged and the aircraft slowed perceptibly, most of the riders exhaled in relief.


  One man, however, merely woke when the plane transitioned off the runway and onto the taxiway to the small terminal. The tall, dark-haired woman sitting next to him idly stared out the window,
  completely unfazed by the turbulent approach and bouncy touchdown.


  After theyd arrived at the gate and the pilot shut down the twin GE turbofans, Sean King and Michelle Maxwell rose and grabbed their bags from the overhead. As they threaded out through
  the narrow aisle along with the other deplaning passengers, a queasy-looking woman behind them said, Boy, that sure was a rough landing.


  Sean looked at her, yawned, and massaged his neck. Was it?


  The woman looked surprised and eyed Michelle. Is he kidding?


  She said, When youve ridden on jump seats in the belly of a C-17 at low altitudes in the middle of a thunderstorm and doing thousand-foot vertical drops every ten seconds with four
  max-armored vehicles chained next to you and wondering if one was going to break loose and crash through the side of the fuselage and carry you with it, this landing was pretty
  uneventful.


  Why in the world did you do that? said the wide-eyed woman.


  I ask myself that every day, replied Sean sardonically.


  He and Michelle both had their clothes, toiletries, and other essentials in their carry-on bags. But they had to stop by baggage claim to pick up an eighteen-inch-long, hard-sided, locked case.
  It belonged to Michelle. She picked up the case and slid it into her carry-on.


  Sean gave her an amused expression. Youre the queen of the smallest checked bag of all time.


  Until they let responsible people on planes with loaded guns, itll have to do the trick. Get the rental. Ill be back in a minute.


  You licensed to carry that up here?


  Lets hope we dont have to find out.


  He blanched. Youre kidding, right?


  Maine has an open carry law. So long as its visible I can carry it without a permit.


  But youre putting it in a holster. Thats concealed. In fact, its concealed right now.


  She flipped open her wallet and showed him a card. Which is why I have a valid nonresidents concealed weapons permit for the great state of Maine.


  Howd you score that? We only found out about this case a few days ago. You couldnt have gotten a permit that fast. I checked into it. Its a mountain of paperwork and
  a sixty-day response period.


  My dad is good friends with the governor. I made a call to him. He made a call to the governor.


  Nice.


  She went to the ladies room, entered a stall, opened the locked case, and quickly loaded her pistol. She holstered her weapon and walked to the covered parking garage adjacent to the
  terminal where the rental car companies were clustered. There she found Sean filling out the paperwork for the wheels they needed for the next phase of their trip. Michelle showed her
  operators license as well, since she would be doing most of the driving. It wasnt that Sean minded driving, but Michelle was too much of a control freak to let him.


  Coffee, she said. Theres a place back in the terminal.


  You had that giant cup you brought on the flight.


  That was a while ago. And where were going is a long drive from here. I need the caffeine pop.


  I slept. I can drive.


  She snagged the keys from his hand. Dont think so.


  Hey, I drove the Beast, okay? he said, referring to the presidential limo.


  She eyed the rental car tag. Then the Ford Hybrid you reserved will be no challenge. Itll probably take me a day just to get it up to sixty. Ill spare you the pain and
  humiliation.


  She got an extra-large black coffee. Sean bought a donut with sprinkles and sat in the passenger seat eating it. He dusted off his hands and moved the seat back as far as possible in the compact
  car, and still his six-foot-two-inch frame was bent uncomfortably. He finally ended up putting his feet on the dash.


  Noting this, Michelle said, Air bag pops out of there, itll smash your feet right through the glass and amputate them when they hit the metal roof.


  He glanced at her, a frown eclipsing his normally calm features. Then dont do anything to make it pop.


  I cant control other drivers.


  Well, you insisted on being the wheelmanexcuse me, wheel-person. So do the best you can to keep me safe and comfortable.


  All right, master, she snapped.


  After a mile of silence Michelle said, We sound like an old married couple.


  He looked at her again. Were not old and were not married. Unless you really slipped something by me.


  She hesitated and then just said it: But we have slept together.


  Sean started to reply but then seemed to think better of it. What came out instead seemed to be a grunt.


  It changes things, she said.


  Why does it change things?


  Its not just business anymore. Its personal. The line has been crossed.


  He sat up straight, removing his feet from the perilous reach of the air bag. And now you regret that? You made the first move, if I recall. You got naked on me.


  I didnt say that I regretted anything, because I dont.


  Neither do I. It happened because we obviously both wanted it to happen.


  Okay. So where does that leave us?


  He sat back against his seat and stared out the window. Im not sure.


  Great, just what I wanted to hear.


  He looked across at her, noted the tense line of muscle and bone around her jaw.


  Just because Im unsure of where to go with all this, doesnt lessen or trivialize what happened between us. Its complicated.


  Right, complicated. Thats always the case. For the guy.


  Okay, if its so simple for the ladies, tell me what you think we should do.


  When she didnt answer he said, Should we run off and find a preacher and make it official?


  She shot him a glance and the front end of the Ford swerved slightly. Are you serious? Is that what you want?


  Im just throwing out ideas. Since you dont seem to have any.


  Do you want to get married?


  Do you?


  That would really change things.


  Uh, yeah, it would.


  Maybe we should take it slow.


  Maybe we should.


  She tapped the steering wheel. Sorry for jumping on you about this.


  Forget it. And we just got Gabriel squared away with a great family. That was a big change, too. Slow is good right now. We go too fast, maybe we make a big mistake.


  Gabriel was an eleven-year-old boy from Alabama that Sean and Michelle had taken temporary custody of after his mother was killed. He was currently living with a family whose dad was an FBI
  agent they knew. The couple was in the process of formally adopting Gabriel.


  Okay, she replied.


  And now we have a job to do. Lets focus on that.


  So thats your priority list? Business trumps personal?


  Not necessarily. But like you said, its a long drive. And I want to think about why were heading to the only federal maximum security institution for the criminally insane
  in the country, to meet with a guy whose life is definitely on the line.


  Were going because you and his lawyer go way back.


  That part I get. Did you read up on Edgar Roy?


  Michelle nodded. Government employee that lived alone in rural Virginia. His life was pretty average until the police discovered the remains of six people buried in his barn. Then his
  life became anything but average. The evidence to me seems overwhelming.


  Sean nodded. Roy was found in his barn, shovel in hand, dirt on his pants, with the remains of six bodies buried in a hole he was apparently putting the finishing touches to.


  A little tough to dance around that in court, said Michelle.


  Too bad Roys not a politician.


  Why?


  Sean smiled. If he were a politician he could spin that story to say he was actually digging them out of the hole in order to save them but was too late; they were already dead. And now
  hes being persecuted for being a Good Samaritan.


  So he was arrested but failed a competency hearing. He was sent to Cutters Rock. She paused. But why Maine? Virginia didnt have the facilities for
  him?


  It was a federal case for some reason. That got the FBI involved. When the competency remand comes its wherever the Feds decide to send you. Some Fed max prison facilities have
  psych wards, but it was decided that Roy needed something more than that. St. Elizabeths in D.C. was moved to make way for a new Homeland Security HQ, and its new location was not deemed
  secure enough. So Cutters Rock was the only game in town.


  Why the weird name?


  Its rocky, and a cutter is a type of ship. Maine is a seafaring state, after all.


  I forgot you were a nautical guy. She turned on the radio and the heater, and shivered. God, its cold for not being winter yet, she said grumpily.


  This is Maine. It can be cold any time of the year. Check the latitude.


  The things one learns in enclosed spaces over long periods of time.


  Now we do sound like an old married couple. He turned his vent on full blast, zipped up his windbreaker, and closed his eyes.
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  2


  WITH MICHELLES FOOT typically heavy on the gas the Ford raced along Interstate 95, past the
  towns of Yarmouth and Brunswick and on toward the state capital in Augusta. Once past Augusta, with the next big town coming up being Bangor, Michelle began eyeing the surroundings. There were
  dense evergreen trees on either side of the highway. A full moon gave the forests a silvery veneer that made Michelle think of wax paper over salad greens. They passed a warning sign for moose
  crossing the highway.


  Moose? she said, glancing at Sean.


  He didnt open his eyes. Maines state animal. You dont want to hit one. They weigh more than this Ford. And they have nasty tempers. Kill you in a
  heartbeat.


  How do you know? Have you ever encountered one?


  No, but Im a big fan of Animal Planet.


  They drove on for another hour. Michelle continually scanned the area, left to right and back the other way, like human radar. It was a habit so drilled into her that even after being out of the
  Secret Service all this time she couldnt shake it. But as a private investigator maybe she didnt want to shake it. Observations made you forewarned. And being forewarned was never a
  bad thing, particularly if someone was trying to kill you, which people often seemed to want to do to her and Sean.


  Theres something wrong here, she said.


  Sean opened his eyes. Like what? he asked, doing his own quick scan.


  Were on Interstate 95. Runs from Florida to Maine. Long stretch of asphalt. Big travel route. Pipeline of East Coast vacationers.


  Right, so?


  So were the only fricking car on it in either direction, and have been for at least a half hour. What, was there a nuclear war and no one told us? Her finger hit the scan
  button on the radio. I need news. I need civilization. I need to know were not the only ones left alive.


  Will you chill? Its just isolated up here. Interstate or not. Lots of space, not lots of people. Most of the population lives near the coast, Portland, back where we came from. The
  rest of the state is big on land and pretty low on human beings. Hell, Aroostook County is bigger than Rhode Island and Connecticut combined. In fact, Maine is as large as all the other New England
  states put together. And once we get past Bangor and keep heading north, it gets even more isolated. The interstate stops near the town of Houlton. Then you take Route 1 the rest of the way up
  towards the northern tip of the Canadian border.


  Whats up there?


  Places like Presque Isle, Fort Kent, and Madawaska.


  And moose?


  I suppose. Lucky were not going there. Its really far.


  Couldnt we have flown into Bangor? They have an airport, right? Or Augusta?


  No direct flights. Most of the available flights had two or three stops. One took us all the way south to Orlando before heading north. We could have flown out of Baltimore, but
  wed have to connect through LaGuardia and thats always dicey. And we would have still had to drive to Baltimore, and 95 can be a nightmare. Its faster and more certain this
  way.


  Youre just a fountain of useful facts. Youve been to Maine much?


  One of the former presidents I protected has a summer place up here.


  Bush Forty-One at Walkers Point?


  You got it.


  But thats southern coastal Maine. Kennebunkport. We flew over it going into Portland.


  Beautiful area. Wed follow Bush in our chase boat. Could never keep up with him. Guys fearless. Has over eight hundred HP spread over three Mercury outboards on a
  thirty-two-footer named the Fidelity III. Man loved to go full throttle in the open Atlantic in pretty heavy chop. I rode in the Zodiac chase boat trying to keep up with him. Only time
  Ive ever puked on duty.


  But that areas not as isolated as this, said Michelle.


  No, lot more humanity down there. He looked at his watch. And its late. Most people up here probably rise at dawn to go to work. That means theyre probably
  already in bed. He yawned. Like I wish I was.


  Michelle checked the GPS. Around Bangor we get off the interstate and head east to the coast.


  He nodded. In between the towns of Machias and Eastport. Right on the water. Lot of back roads. Not easy to get to, which makes sense because then its not easy to get away from if
  a homicidal maniac has managed to escape.


  Has anyone ever escaped from Cutters Rock?


  Not to my knowledge. And if they ever did, theyd have two options: the wilderness or the chilly waters of the Gulf of Maine. Neither one is too palatable. And Mainers are hardy
  folk. Probably not even homicidal maniacs would want to cross them.


  So were hooking up with Bergin tonight?


  Yep. At the inn where were staying. Sean checked his watch. In about two and a half hours. Then we see Roy at ten tomorrow morning.


  So how do you know Bergin again?


  He was my law professor at UVA. Great guy. Was in private practice before he started teaching. Few years after I graduated he hung his shingle back out. Defense lawyer, obviously. Has an
  office in Charlottesville.


  Howd he end up repping a psycho like Edgar Roy?


  He specializes in hopeless cases, I guess. But hes a first-rate attorney. I dont know what his connection is to Roy. Im assuming hell fill us in on that,
  too.


  And you never did elaborate on why Bergin engaged us.


  I didnt elaborate because Im not quite sure. He called, said he was making headway in Roys case and needed some investigation done by people he could trust in
  preparation for taking the case to trial.


  What sort of headway? From my reading of the case theyre only waiting for him to get his mind back so they can convict him and then execute him.


  I dont profess to understand what Bergins theory is. He didnt want to discuss it on the phone.


  Michelle shrugged. I guess well find out soon enough.


  They left the interstate, and Michelle steered the Ford east along increasingly poor and windy surface roads. As they neared the ocean waters, the briny smell invaded the car.


  Fishy, my favorite, she said sarcastically.


  Get used to that smell. Itll be everywhere up here.


  She calculated they were about thirty minutes from their destination along a particularly lonely patch of road when the silvery night was broken by another set of car lights. Only they
  werent on the road. They were on the shoulder. Michelle automatically slowed as Sean rolled down his window for a better look.


  Flashers, he said. Somebodys broken down.


  Should we pull over?


  He debated this. I suppose. They might not even be able to get cell reception up here. He poked his head out for a better look. Its a Buick. I doubt someone would use
  a Buick to lure unsuspecting motorists into a trap.


  Michelle touched the gun in its holster. I doubt we qualify as unsuspecting motorists.


  She slowed the Ford and pulled in behind the other car. The hazard lights blinked off and on, off and on. In the vastness of coastal Maine it looked like a small conflagration stuck in the limbo
  of fits and starts.


  Somebodys in the drivers seat, noted Michelle, as she put the Ford in park. Only person I can see.


  Then he might be worried about us. Ill get out and put the person at ease.


  Ive got your back in case someones hiding in the floorboard and they dont want to be put at ease.


  He swung his long legs out and approached the car slowly from the passengers side. His feet crunched over the sparse shoulder gravel. His breath came out as puffs of smoke in the chilled
  air. From somewhere among the trees he heard an animals call and briefly wondered if it was a moose. Animal Planet hadnt been clear on what a moose actually sounded like. And Sean had
  no interest in finding out for himself.


  He called out, Do you need any help?


  Blink, blink of the hazard lights. No response.


  He looked down at his cell phone clutched in his hand. He had reception bars. Are you broken down? Do you want us to call a tow truck for you?


  Nothing. He reached the car, tapped on the side window. Hello? You okay? 


  He saw the silhouette of the driver through the window. It was a man. Sir, you okay? The guy didnt budge.


  Seans next thought was a medical emergency. Maybe a heart attack. A marine haze had obscured the moonlight. It was so dark inside the car he couldnt make out many details. He heard
  a car door open and turned back to see Michelle climb out of their ride, her hand on the butt of her weapon. She glanced at him for communication.


  I think the guys in medical distress.


  She nodded and moved forward; her boots made clicks on the asphalt.


  Sean eased around to the drivers side and tapped on the window. In the darkness all he could see was the mans outline. The red light from the flashers lit the interior of the car,
  casting the surroundings into a bright crimson before going dark again, like the car was heating up one second and going cool the next. But it didnt help Sean see inside the car. It only
  made it more difficult. He tapped on the glass once more.


  Sir? Are you all right?


  He tried the door. It was unlocked. He opened it. The man slumped sideways, held in the car only by his seat harness. Sean grabbed the mans shoulder and righted him as Michelle rushed
  forward.


  Heart attack? she said.


  Sean looked at the mans face. No, he said firmly.


  How do you know?


  He used the light from his cell phone to illuminate the single gunshot wound between the mans pupils. There was blood and grayish brain matter all over the cars interior.


  Michelle drew closer and said, Contact wound. You can see the guns muzzle and sight mark burned onto his skin. Dont think a moose did that.


  Sean said nothing.


  Check his wallet for some ID.


  Dont have to.


  Why not? she asked.


  Because I know him, replied Sean.


  What? Who is he?


  Ted Bergin. My old professor and Edgar Roys lawyer.
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  THE LOCAL POLICE SHOWED up first. A single Washington County deputy in a dented and dusty but serviceable American-made V8
  with an array of communication antennas drilled into the trunk. He came out of the cruiser with one hand on his service weapon and his gaze fastened on Sean and Michelle. He warily approached. They
  explained what had happened and he checked the body, muttered the word Damn, and then hastily called in backup.


  Fifteen minutes later two Maine State Police cruisers from Field Troop J slid to stops behind them. The troopers, young, tall, and lean, came out of their aquamarine cars; their crisp blue
  uniforms seemed to glow like colored ice even in the weak, hazy light. The crime scene was secured and a perimeter guard established. Sean and Michelle were interviewed by the troopers. One of the
  officers pecked the responses into the portable laptop hed yanked from his cruiser.


  When Sean told them who they were and why they were here, and, more important, who Ted Bergin was and that he represented Edgar Roy, one of the troopers walked away and used his handheld mic to
  presumably call in more assets. As they waited for reinforcements, Sean said, You guys know about Edgar Roy?


  One of them replied, Everybody around here knows about Edgar Roy.


  Michelle said, Whys that?


  The other trooper said, FBI will be here quick as they can.


  FBI? exclaimed Sean.


  The trooper nodded. Roys a federal prisoner. We got clear instructions from Washington. Anything happens with him, they get called in. Thats what I just did. Well, I told
  the lieutenant and hes calling it in.


  Wheres the closest FBI Field Office? asked Michelle.


  Boston.


  Boston? But were in Maine.


  FBI doesnt maintain an official office in Maine. It all goes through Boston, Mass.


  Sean said, Its a long way to Boston. Do we have to stay until they get here? Were both pretty beat.


  Our lieutenant is on the way. You can talk to him about it.


  Twenty minutes later the lieutenant arrived and he was not sympathetic. Just sit tight was all he said before turning away from them to confer with his men and look over the crime
  scene.


  The Evidence Response Team arrived a couple of minutes later, all ready to bag and tag. Sean and Michelle sat on the hood of their Ford and watched the process. Bergin was officially pronounced
  dead by what Sean assumed was a coroner or medical examinerhe couldnt recall what system Maine used. They gleaned from snatched bits of conversation among the techs and troopers that
  the bullet was still in the dead mans head.


  No exit wound, contact round, small-caliber gun probably, noted Michelle.


  But still deadly, replied Sean.


  Any contact wound to the head usually is. Crack the skull, soft brain tissue pulverized by the kinetic energy wave, massive hemorrhaging followed by organ shutdown. All happens in a few
  seconds. Dead.


  I know the process, thanks, he replied dryly.


  As they sat there they could see the members of the Maine constabulary look over at them from time to time.


  Are we suspects? asked Michelle.


  Everybodys a suspect until theyre not.


  Some time later the lieutenant came back over to them. The colonel is on his way.


  And who is the colonel? asked Michelle politely.


  Chief of the Maine State Police, maam.


  Okay. But weve given our statements, she said.


  So you two knew the deceased?


  I did, answered Sean.


  And you were following him up here?


  We werent following him. I explained it to your troopers. We were meeting him up here.


  Id appreciate if you could explain it to me, sir.


  Okay, we are suspects, thought Sean.


  He went through their travel steps.


  So youre saying you didnt know he was here? But you just happened to be the first ones on the scene?


  Sean said, Thats right.


  The man tilted his wide-brimmed hat back. I personally dont like coincidences.


  I dont either, said Sean. But they sometimes happen. And there arent a lot of homes or people around here. He was going to the same place we were, using the
  same road. And its late. If anyone was going to happen on him, it would probably be us.


  So not such a big coincidence after all, added Michelle.


  The man didnt appear to be listening. He was looking at the bulge under her jacket. His hand went to his sidearm and he gave a low whistle, which brought five of his men instantly to his
  side.


  He said, Maam, are you carrying a weapon?


  The other officers tensed. Sean could tell in the fearful looks of the first two troopers on the scene that there would be hell to pay later for them missing such an obvious fact.


  I am, she said.


  Why didnt my men know this?


  He gave a prolonged look at the two troopers who had turned about as pale as the moon.


  They didnt ask, she replied.


  The lieutenant drew his pistol. A moment later a total of six guns were pointed at Sean and Michelle. All kill shots.


  Hold on, said Sean. She has a permit. And the gun hasnt been fired.


  Both of you put your hands on your heads, fingers interlocked. Now.


  They did so.


  Michelles gun was taken and examined, and they were both searched for other weapons.


  Full load, sir, said one of the troopers to the lieutenant. Hasnt been recently fired.


  Yeah, well, we dont know how long the mans been dead, either. And its only one bullet. Just replace it to make a full clip. Easy enough.


  I didnt shoot him, Michelle said firmly.


  And if we did, do you think we would have hung around and called the police? added Sean.


  Not for me to decide, said the lieutenant, who handed Michelles gun to one of his men. Bag and tag.


  I do have a permit to carry it, said Michelle.


  Let me see it.


  She handed it to him and his gaze ran swiftly over it before he handed it back. Permit or not, doesnt matter if you used the weapon to shoot that man.


  The deceased has a small-caliber entry wound with no exit, said Michelle. An intermediate range shot would have left powder grains tattooing the skin. Here the powder was
  obviously blown into the wound track. The muzzle end was burned into his skin. Looks to be a .22 or maybe a .32-caliber. The latters an eight-millimeter footprint. My weapon would have left
  a hole nearly fifty percent bigger than that. In fact, if Id shot him at contact range, the round would have blown through his brain and the headrest and probably shattered the back
  window and kept going for about a mile.


  I know the weapons capabilities, maam, he said. Its an H and K .45thats what we use in the state police.


  Actually, mine is an enhanced version of the one you guys just pointed at us.


  Enhanced? How?


  Your weapon is an older and more basic model. My H and K is more ergonomic and its got a ten-round mag box versus your twelve because of the restyling. Textured, finger-grooved
  grip and back-straps let it sit lower in the hand web, translating to better control and recoil management. Then theres an extended ambidextrous slide, a universal Picatinny rail instead of
  the H and K proprietary USP rail for accessories that you have. And it has an O-ring polygonal barrel. Itll drop pretty much anything on two feet all in a compact twenty-eight-ounce model.
  And its built right across the border in New Hampshire.


  You know a lot about guns, maam?


  Shes an aficionado, replied Sean, seeing the look of growing anger in his partners eyes at the officers condescending tone.


  Why? she said. Are girls not supposed to know about guns?


  The lieutenant abruptly grinned, took off his hat, and swiped a hand through his blond hair. Hell, in this part of Maine pretty much everybody knows how to use a gun. My little
  sisters always been a better shot than me, in fact.


  There you go, said Michelle, her anger quickly receding at his frank admission. And you can swab my hands for gunshot residue. You wont find any.


  Couldve worn gloves, he pointed out.


  I couldve done a lot of things. You want to do the GSR or not?


  He motioned to one of the techs, who performed the test on both Michelle and Sean and did the analysis on the spot.


  Clean, he said.


  Wow, how about that, said Michelle.


  The lieutenant said, So you two are private investigators?


  Sean nodded. Bergin engaged us to help with the Edgar Roy case.


  Help with what? Mans as guilty as they come.


  Just like you said, not for us to decide, said Sean.


  You licensed in Maine?


  Weve filed the paperwork and paid the fee, said Sean. Waiting to hear back.


  So thats a no? Youre not licensed?


  Well, we havent done any investigative work yet. Just found out about the job. We filed as fast as we could. The jurisdictions where were licensed have reciprocity with
  Maine. Its just a formality. Well get the approval.


  People looking to be PIs need some sort of special background. Whats yours? Military? Law enforcement?


  United States Secret Service, said Sean.


  The lieutenant eyed Sean and then Michelle with a new level of respect. His men did the same.


  Both of you?


  Sean nodded.


  Ever guard the president?


  Sean did, said Michelle. I never got to the White House before I left the Service.


  Whyd you leave?


  Sean and Michelle exchanged brief glances.


  Sean said, Had enough. Wanted to do something else.


  Fair enough.


  Forty-five minutes later another car pulled up. The lieutenant looked over and said, Thats Colonel Mayhew. Mustve put the pedal to the metal, think he was over near
  Skowhegan tonight.


  He hurried off to greet his commander in chief. The colonel was tall and broad shouldered. Though in his fifties, he had retained his trim figure. His eyes were calm and alert, his manner brisk
  and businesslike. He looked, Sean thought, like a Hollywood-inspired poster for police recruitment.


  He was briefed on the situation, took a look at the body, then came over to them. After introductions Mayhew said, When was the last time you had contact with Mr. Bergin?


  Phone call earlier today, around five thirty p.m. A little while before we got on the plane.


  What did he say?


  That he was going to meet us at the B-and-B where were staying.


  And where is that?


  Marthas Inn near Machias.


  The colonel nodded approvingly. Its comfortable, foods good.


  Nice to hear, said Michelle.


  Anything else from Bergin? E-mails? Texts?


  Nothing. I checked before we got on the plane. And then when we landed. I tried calling him around nine oclock but he didnt answer. It went right to voice mail and I left a
  message. Any idea how long hes been dead?


  The colonel ignored this. See any other cars?


  Sean said, None, other than Bergins. Pretty lonely stretch of road. And we didnt see any evidence of another car having pulled up to his, although unless it leaked some
  fluid there probably wouldnt be leave-behind trace.


  So you have no idea where he might have been going tonight?


  Well, I presume he was going to meet us at Marthas Inn.


  Do you know where Bergin was staying? At Marthas?


  No, she didnt have any more rooms, apparently. Sean searched his pockets and pulled out his notebook. He flipped through some pages.


  Grays Lodge. Thats where he was staying.


  Right, know that one too. Its closer to Eastport. Not as nice as Marthas place.


  I guess you get around, said Michelle.


  I guess I do, replied the colonel impassively. He looked over at the car. Only thing is, if Bergin were coming from the direction of Eastport, his car would have been going
  in the opposite direction. You were coming from the southwest. Eastport is to the north and east. And he never would have come this far. The turnoff for Marthas is five miles further on this
  road.


  Sean looked over at the vehicle and then at the colonel. I dont know what to tell you. Thats how we found him. Car was pointed the same way as ours.


  Complicated, said the lawman.


  Sean looked over as a black Escalade screeched to a stop and four people in FBI windbreakers literally leaped out. The federal cavalry from Boston had just arrived.


  And its about to get a lot more complicated, he thought.
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  THE LEAD AGENTS NAME was Brandon Murdock. He was about Michelles height, a couple inches under six feet and
  rail-thin, but his grip was surprisingly strong. His hair was thick but cut to FBI standards. His eyebrows were caterpillar-sized. His voice was deep and his manner was compact, efficient. He was
  briefed first by the lieutenant. He then spent a few private minutes with Colonel Mayhew, who was the highest-ranked Maine police representative on-site. He checked out the body and the car. Then
  he walked over to Sean and Michelle.


  Sean King and Michelle Maxwell, he said.


  Something in his tone made Michelle remark, Youve heard of us?


  Scuttlebutt from D.C. makes its way up north.


  Really? said Sean.


  Special Agent Chuck Waters and I went to the Academy together, still keep in touch.


  Hes a good guy.


  Yes he is. Murdock glanced over at the car. The chitchat was over. So what can you tell me?


  Sean said, Dead guy. Single GSW to the head. He was up here repping Edgar Roy. Maybe somebody didnt like that.


  Murdock nodded. Or it couldve been a random thing.


  Any money or valuables missing? asked Michelle.


  The lieutenant answered. Not that we can tell. Wallet, watch, and phone intact.


  Probably not random, then.


  And he mightve known his attacker, said Sean.


  Why do you think that? asked Murdock quickly.


  The drivers side window.


  What about it?


  Sean motioned to the car. You mind?


  They trooped over to the Buick.


  While they all looked on, Sean pointed to the window and then to the body. Entry head wound, lot of blood splatter. No exit wound, so all the blood was driven out of the front of his
  head. It would have been a gusher. The steering wheel, Bergin, dashboard, seat, and the windshield all have splatters. I even got some on my hands when I opened the car door and he slumped
  out. He pointed to the clear window. But not here.


  Because it was lowered when the shot was fired, said Michelle, as Murdock nodded.


  And then the killer raised it back up because obviously Bergin couldnt, said Murdock. Why?


  Dont know. It was dark, so he might not have noticed that the window was clean, or else he could have smeared some blood on it to throw us off. But blood splatters have reached
  such a level of forensic sophistication now that the police would see right through something like that. And maybe the shooter also initiated the flashers, to make us think Bergin had broken down
  or stopped of his own accord. But if you pull off and lower your car window on a lonely road at this time of night? Well, thats very telling.


  Youre right. That means you know the person, said Murdock. Good observation.


  Sean eyed the troopers. Well, there could be another explanation. The person who stopped him might have been in uniform.


  To a man, all the state troopers angrily stared back at him. Mayhew said indignantly, It wasnt one of my men, I can tell you that.


  The county officer said, And Im the only unit in this sector tonight. And I sure as hell didnt shoot the man.


  Im not accusing anyone, said Sean.


  Murdock said, But he is right. It could have been someone in uniform.


  Only an imposter, amended Michelle.


  Hard to pull off up here, said Mayhew. Getting the uniform, police cruiser. And they could have been seen. Big risk.


  Its still something we have to check out, said Murdock.


  How long has he been dead? asked Sean.


  Murdock glanced at one of the Maine forensic techs. The person said, Best guess right now, about four hours. Well have a firmer number after the post.


  Sean checked his watch. That means we missed the killer by about thirty minutes. We saw no car pass us, so whoever did it mustve gone the other way or else turned off the
  road.


  Unless they were on foot, said Murdock, looking around at the dark countryside. But if it was an imposter in uniform they wouldve been in a car. I doubt Bergin would
  have stopped just because he saw someone in a uniform walking down the road.


  Mayhew cleared his throat. My men did a perimeter search in all directions. Found nothing. Well be able to do a far more thorough search in the morning.


  Whats the closest road to here? asked Sean.


  About a half mile in that direction, said the lieutenant, pointing east.


  The shooter couldve walked to his car, parked there, said Murdock.


  Too risky, said Michelle. Leaving a parked car on a road like this would invite instant suspicion. They couldnt be sure a cop wouldnt stop and check it
  out.


  An accomplice then, said Murdock. Waiting in the car. The person walks through the woods to avoid anyone on the road seeing them. Gets to the car and off they go.


  Sean looked over at the Washington County lawman whod been first on the scene. You see any other car parked like that on your patrol tonight or when you were heading
  here?


  The cop shook his head. But I came from the same direction you did.


  Mayhew said, Weve got cars patrolling the nearby roads looking for anyone or anything suspicious. But its been hours now, so the person could be pretty far away. Or else
  holed up somewhere.


  Murdock said, I wonder where Bergin was going?


  Well, he was supposed to be meeting us at Marthas Inn, said Sean. But now we know he was heading in the wrong direction for that. He would have turned off for
  Marthas Inn before he got to this point. If he was coming from Eastport.


  Murdock looked thoughtful. Right, so we still dont know where he was headed. If it wasnt to meet you, then where? And with whom?


  Michelle said, Well, maybe the answer is as simple as he was somewhere south and west of here for some reason and was driving up to Marthas Inn to meet us. That would put him on
  the same road and in the same direction as we were.


  They all considered this. Murdock looked at the colonel. Any thoughts on where he mightve gone if that theory turns out to be correct?


  Mayhew rubbed his nose. Not much down that way unless he was visiting someone at home.


  How about Cutters Rock? asked Sean.


  If he was leaving from Grays Lodge to go to Cutters he wouldnt be on this road at all, said the lieutenant, as Mayhew nodded in agreement.


  Mayhew added, And Cutters is locked down now. No visitors after dark.


  Murdock turned to Sean. Did he know anyone up here that he talked to you about?


  The only one he talked to us about was Edgar Roy.


  Right, said Murdock. His client.


  The way he said it made Sean remark, We understand that Roy was on a federal tag list. Anything happens remotely connected to him, you guys get called in.


  Murdocks expression showed how plainly he disliked Sean knowing this. Where did you hear that? he snapped.


  Behind him Sean could almost sense the heat rising from the face of the trooper whod let this fact slip to him.


  I think Bergin told me when we talked a couple days ago. You guys knew all about him repping Roy, correct?


  Murdock turned away. Okay, lets finish processing the area. I want pictures, video, every fiber, hair, blood splatter, print, DNA residue, footprint, and anything else out there.
  Lets roll.


  Michelle turned to Sean. I think hes lost the love for us.


  Can we go? asked Sean, his voice rising.


  Murdock turned back. After we take fingerprints, DNA swabs, and impressions of your shoes.


  For exclusionary purposes, of course, said Sean.


  I let the evidence lead me wherever it goes, replied Murdock.


  They already checked my gun, said Michelle. And we both passed a GSR test.


  I dont care, retorted Murdock.


  Sean said, We were retained by Bergin. We certainly had no reason to kill the guy.


  Well, right now we only have your word for it that you two were working for him. Well need to check that out.


  Okay. And after youve taken your samples from us tonight?


  You head on to where youre staying. But you are not to leave the area without my permission.


  Can you do that? asked Michelle. We havent been charged with anything.


  Material witness.


  We saw nothing that you havent seen, countered Sean.


  Dont get in a pissing contest with me over this, said Murdock. Youll lose. I know Chuck thinks you guys are great stuff, but I always thought he made up his
  mind too fast. So the jurys still out as far as Im concerned.


  So much for professional courtesy, groused Michelle.


  This is a homicide investigation. Its not a friendship contest. And the only courtesy I owe is to the dead guy over there.


  He stalked off.


  I really think hes lost the love for us, said Michelle.


  Cant blame him. We were on the scene. He doesnt know us. And hes under pressure. A lot of it. And hes right. Its his job to find the killer, not make
  friends.


  On a pair of wings in minutes. All the way from Boston. They got here so fast Im thinking chopper instead of a plane. Pretty high priority tag on Edgar Roy.


  And Im wondering why.


  As they were getting back in their car after being processed by a pair of field techs the lieutenant sidled over to them. My guy told me he was the source for you about the FBI.
  Appreciate you covering for him, he said. That couldve really dinged his career.


  No problem, said Michelle. Whats your name?


  Eric Dobkin.


  Well, Eric, said Sean, it looks like the FBI is throwing its typical eight-hundred-pound-gorilla act, so the rest of us have to help each other out.


  Help how?


  We find out stuff we bring it to you.


  You think thats wise? I mean they are the FBI.


  I think its wise until it turns out not to be.


  Michelle said, But its a two-way street. We help you, you help us.


  But its a federal investigation now, maam.


  So the Maine State Police just turns tail and runs. Is that your motto?


  He stiffened. No, maam. Our motto is


  Semper Aequus. Always Just. She added, I looked it up.


  Also Integrity, Fairness, Compassion, and Excellence, Dobkin said. Thats our set of core values. I dont know how it works in D.C., but we stick to them up
  here.


  All the more reason for us to work together.


  But whats there to work on? You were retained by a guy whos now dead.


  And now we have to find out who killed him.


  Why?


  He was a friend of mine. Sean leaned in closer to the officer. And I dont how you do things in Maine. But where Im from, we dont abandon our
  friends because someone killed them.


  Dobkin took a step back. No sir.


  Michelle smiled. Then Im sure well be seeing you. In the meantime. She handed him one of their business cards. Enough phone numbers on there to find us,
  she added.


  Michelle started the car and punched the gas, and the Ford hurtled off.
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  THEY BOTH SLEPT.


  In separate rooms.


  The proprietress was a seventy-three-year-old woman named Mrs. Burke who possessed an old-fashioned idea about sleeping arrangements, in which a wedding band was required for cohabitation on the
  premises.


  Michelle slept heavily. Sean did not. After only two fitful hours tossing in the sack, he rose and stared out the window. To the north and even closer to the coast sat Eastport. The suns
  rays would be tickling the town shortly, the first city in the United States to receive the morning light each day. He showered and dressed. An hour later he met a sleepy-eyed Michelle for
  breakfast.


  Marthas Inn turned out to be cozy and quaint, and close enough to the water to walk down to the shoreline in five minutes. Meals were served in a small, pine-paneled room off the kitchen.
  Sean and Michelle sat in ladder-back chairs with woven straw seats and had two cups of coffee each, eggs, bacon, and piping hot biscuits pre-slathered in butter by the cook.


  Okay, Ill have to run like ten miles to burn this goop off, said Michelle, as she poured a third cup of coffee.


  He looked at her empty plate. Nobody said you had to eat it.


  Nobody had to. It was delicious. She noted the local paper in his hands. Nothing on Bergin, right? Happened too late.


  He lay the paper aside. Right. He tugged his sport coat closer around him. Pretty nippy this morning. I shouldve brought warmer clothes.


  Didnt you check the latitude, sailor? This is Maine. It can be cold anytime.


  No messages from our friend Dobkin?


  None on my cell. Probably too early yet. So whats the plan? Not hang around here?


  We have an appointment to meet with Edgar Roy this morning. I plan on keeping it.


  Will they let us in without Bergin?


  I guess well find out.


  You really want to do this? I mean, how well did you know Bergin?


  Sean folded his napkin and set it down on the table. He looked around the room; there was only one other occupant. A man in his forties, dressed all in tweeds, was drinking a hot cup of tea with
  his pinky extended at a perfectly elegant angle.


  When I resigned from the Service, Id hit rock bottom. Bergin was the first guy who thought I had something left in the tank.


  Did you know him before? And did he know what had happened?


  No to both questions. I just ran into him at Greenberrys, a coffee shop in Charlottesville. We started talking. He was the one who encouraged me to apply to law school. Hes
  one of the main reasons I got my life back. He paused. I owe him, Michelle.


  Then I guess I owe him too.


  The initial approach to Cutters Rock took them on a circuitous path toward the ocean. It was high tide, and they could see the swells slamming against the outcrops of
  slimy rock as they drove along. They made one hard right, then doglegged left. Another hundred feet carried them around a rise of land, and they saw the warning sign on a six-foot-wide piece of
  sheet metal set on long poles sunk deep into the rocky earth. It basically said that one was approaching a maximum security federal facility, and if one didnt have legitimate business there,
  this was the last and only chance for one to turn around and get the hell out.


  Michelle pressed the gas pedal harder, hurtling them faster at their destination. Sean looked over at her. Having fun?


  Just working off some butterflies.


  Butterflies? What butterflies can you He caught himself, realizing that not that long ago Michelle had checked herself into a psych facility to work out some personal
  issues.


  Okay, he said, and returned his gaze ahead.


  A man-made causeway consisting of asphalt bracketed by built-up and graded-solid Maine stone led them out to the federal facility. The entry gate was steel and motorized and looked strong enough
  to withstand a charge by a herd of Abrams tanks. The guard hut held four armed men who looked like they had never smiled in their lives. Their utility belts each contained a Glock sidearm, cuffs,
  telescopic head-crushing baton, Taser, pepper spray, stun grenades.


  And a whistle.


  Michelle looked at Sean as two guards approached them. Bet me ten bucks that I wont ask the bigger one if hes ever blown his whistle to stop a rampaging psycho from
  escaping.


  If you make even one joke to those gorillas I will find a gun and shoot you.


  But if I did ask theyd be mad at me, not you, she said with a smile.


  No. They always beat up the guy. The girl never gets the speeding ticket. And thanks.


  For what?


  Now I have butterflies.


  The perimeter wall was locally quarried stone, twelve feet tall with a six-foot-high stainless steel cylinder riding on top. It would be impossible to get a grip on, much less climb over.


  Seen that equipment on some supermax prisons, noted Sean. Latest whiz-bang technology in keeping the bad guys inside.


  What about suction cups? asked Michelle, as they both stared at the metal wall topper.


  It rotates like a hamster wheel. Suction cups wont help you there. Still fall on your ass. And its probably loaded with motion sensors.


  Their car was analyzed by an AVIAN, or Advanced Vehicle Interrogation and Notification System, which used seismic sensors placed on their car to capture shock waves produced by a beating heart.
  An advanced signal-processing algorithm concluded in just under three seconds that there was no living person concealed in their Ford. The car was then subjected to a mobile trace handheld unit
  that screened for explosives and drugs. The portable unit was then run over them, and Sean and Michelle were personally searched the old-fashioned way, questioned by the guards, and had their names
  checked against a list. Michelle had instinctively started to explain to them about her weapon before realizing the police still had it. Then they were turned loose on a rigidly narrow path
  bracketed by high fences to continue their ride. Michelle let her gaze wander over the perimeter.


  Watchtowers every hundred feet, she noted. Each manned by a pair of guards. She squinted into the sun. One looks to be carrying an AK with an extended clip and
  the other a long-range sniper rifle with a mounted FLIR, she added, referring to a Forward-Looking Infrared scope bolted to the rifle. Bet they have a CCTV subsystem, digital
  recording, and terabytes of data storage. And multizone intrusion and escape detection systems, microwave and infrared technology, biometric readers, high-security IT network grafted onto a fiber
  optics backbone, multistage uninterrupted circuits, and big-time backup power in case the lights go out.


  Sean frowned. Will you stop sounding like youre casing the place? With all the bells and whistles they obviously have here, we have to assume people are watching and
  listening.


  She pulled her gaze back and saw that there were three rings of interior fencing around the two-story rebar-reinforced concrete building housing Americas most wildly psychotic predators.
  Each fence was an eighteen-foot-high chain-link with concertina wire on top. The top six feet of each fence was angled inward at forty-five degrees, making it nearly impossible to clear. The middle
  fence carried a lethal electrical charge, as a big sign next to it made crystal clear. The open ground in between each fence was a minefield of razor wire and sharp spikes pointing up from the
  ground, and the glint of the sun told her that there were myriad trip wires strung everywhere. At night, the only time anyone would dare attempt to escape from this place, the wires would be
  invisible. Youd bleed to death before you ran into the middle fence, and then only to get charred for your troubles. But by then the watchtower guards would have finished you off anyway with
  bang-bang taps to the head and heart.


  That electric fence has five thousand volts and low amperage, plenty lethal enough, said Michelle in a low voice. Im betting theres a concrete-grade beam under
  it so no one can dig out. She paused. But something is weird.


  What?


  You put in an electric fence to save labor costs. And in the world of prison perimeter security labor costs are basically tower guards. But every single tower is still manned by two
  shooters.


  I guess they really dont want to take any chances.


  Its overkill, at least to my mind.


  Whatd you expect? Our federal tax dollars at work.


  She noted a large array of solar panels off to one side, angled just right to take in the maximum amount of sunlight.


  Well, at least theyre going green, she said, pointing them out to Sean.


  They passed three more gates and three more checkpoints, and endured three more electronic scans and body searches, until Michelle assumed the guards collectively knew every contour of her
  person better than she did. At the entrance to the building massive portals resembling blast doors on a nukeproof bunker swung back on air-powered hydraulics. Michelle said in an impressed voice,
  Okay, Im thinking this place is escape-proof.


  Lets hope.


  Do you think they know Bergins been murdered? she asked.


  I wouldnt bet against it.


  So they might not let us in.


  They let us come this far, replied Sean.


  Yeah, and now Im wondering why they have.


  Little slow this morning?


  What?


  He said nervously, Ive been wondering that ever since they cleared us through the first gate.
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  THERE WAS ONE more checkpoint inside the facility. A magnetometer for any stray weapons the other searches didnt
  reveal, another probe of their persons, an X-ray for Michelles small bag, an ID and document check, a cross-reference on the visitors list, an oral interview that would have done
  Mossad proud, and a few phone calls. After that they were told to wait in an anteroom off the reception area, if one could call it that. The windows were at least three inches thick and presumably
  bullet-, fist-, and footproof.


  Sean tapped on one. Feels like the windows in the Beast.


  Michelle was examining the interior wall construction. She rubbed her hand up and down one section. Dont think this is run-of-the-mill drywall. Feels like a composite. A composite
  made of titanium. I doubt a round from my .45 could pierce it.


  Called a buddy of mine who knew about this place, said Sean. Its set on a rocker platform like they do the skyscrapers.


  You mean in case theres an earthquake.


  Right. Must have cost a pretty penny.


  Like you said, its only taxpayer money. But I wonder if its floodproof? Were pretty close to the ocean here.


  Retractable seawall. They can raise it in twenty minutes.


  Youre kidding.


  Sean shook his head. What my buddy told me.


  Michelle looked around the small, Spartan space. I wonder how many visitors there are here? They dont even have any magazines. And I doubt you could find a vending
  machine.


  Would you want to come and visit someone here? Even if the person was family? I mean, its a facility for the criminally insane.


  They dont call it that anymore, do they?


  I guess not, but it is what it is. They are criminal and they are insane.


  Now look whos being judgmental. Roy hasnt even been tried.


  Okay, you got me there.


  But hes still probably a psycho, added Michelle, drawing a raised eyebrow from her partner. She said, How many inmatessorry, patientshere, do you
  reckon?


  Thats classified, apparently.


  Classified? How can that be? This isnt part of the CIA or the Pentagon.


  All I can tell you is I tried to find that out and ran right into a stone wall. I do know that Roy is probably the most high-profile inmate they have right now.


  Until hes supplanted by an even crazier psycho.


  Excuse me?


  They turned to find a young man in a blue smock standing at the doorway. He held a small electronic pad. Sean King and Michelle Maxwell?


  They rose together, towering over the shorter man. Thats right, said Sean.


  Here to see Edgar Roy?


  Sean was prepared to have a fight on his hands about them being able to see the man. But Blue Smock merely said, Please follow me.


  A minute later he handed them off to a woman who was far more intimidating. Nearly as tall as Michelle but considerably wider and heavier, she looked capable of holding down the nose tackle
  position for a Division I football team. She introduced herself as Carla Dukes, the director of Cutters Rock. When her long fingers clamped around Michelles in a handshake, Michelle
  wondered if the woman used to call herself Carl.


  Her office was a fourteen-by-fourteen square. A desk with a computer, three chairs counting hers, and nothing else. No file cabinets, no pictures of family or friends, no paintings on the wall,
  no view outside the room, nothing personal whatsoever.


  Please sit, she said. They sat. She slid open her drawer, retrieved a red file, and opened it on her desk. I understand that Ted Bergin is dead.


  Thanks for getting right to the point, thought Sean. And now here comes the fight.


  He said, Thats right. The police and FBI are investigating. But were still scheduled to meet with Edgar Roy today and we didnt want to forego that
  opportunity.


  The appointment was for Ted Bergin and you accompanying him.


  Well, he obviously cant be here, said Sean, his voice calm but firm.


  Of course not, but Im not sure that in light of the circumstances


  Michelle said, But his defense will continue. He will be tried at some point. He is entitled to representation. And Sean is also a licensed attorney working with Ted Bergin.


  Dukes eyed Sean. Is that right? I just thought you were both investigators.


  I wear two hats, said Sean, smoothly picking up on Michelles spur-of-the-moment tactic. Im a licensed PI and attorney in the Commonwealth of Virginia, where
  Roy will ultimately stand trial for the charges against him.


  Do you have some evidence of that?


  Sean handed her his State Bar ID. A call to Richmond will verify it, he said.


  She handed the card back. So what exactly do you want to talk to Mr. Roy about?


  Well, thats confidential. If I told you, it would break the attorney-client privilege. That would be malpractice on my part.


  Its a delicate situation. Mr. Roy is a special case.


  So were finding out, interjected Michelle.


  We really need to see him, added Sean.


  The FBI called this morning, said Dukes.


  Im sure they did, said Sean. Was it Special Agent Murdock?


  She ignored this. He said that the murder of Ted Bergin might have something to do with his representation of Edgar Roy.


  Do you think it does? asked Michelle.


  Dukes glanced sharply at her. How would I know anything about that?


  Had Bergin been to see Edgar Roy? asked Sean.


  Of course he had. He was Roys legal counsel.


  How often had he come? And when was the last time?


  I dont know that offhand. Id have to check the files.


  Could you do that?


  Her hand didnt stray to the computer keyboard. Why? If youre working with him you should already know that information.


  He came up here separately. We were going to meet with him last night and go over everything. But we obviously never got that chance.


  I see. Her hand still didnt venture to the keyboard.


  Did Special Agent Murdock ask for that information?


  Im certainly in no position to tell you whether he did or didnt.


  Okay, can we see Edgar Roy now?


  Im really not too certain about this. Ill have to consult with our legal counsel and get back to you.


  Sean rose and sighed heavily. Okay, I was really hoping not to have to go down that road.


  What are you talking about? asked Dukes.


  Can you tell me where the local newspaper office is?


  She looked at him sharply. Why?


  He checked his watch. If we hurry, the paper can get the story in for the morning print edition of a federal government facility denying an accused access to his legal counsel. I would
  imagine the story could hit the AP wire as well, and then its a safe bet to be all over the Internet a few minutes after that. Just to get the facts right, do you spell Carla with a C or a
  K?


  Dukes stared up at him, her lips twitching and her gaze bordering on murderous. Do you really want to do that?


  Do you really want to break the law?


  What law? she snapped.


  An accused persons Sixth Amendment right to legal counsel. Thats the Constitution, by the way. And its always bad to screw with the Constitution.


  Hes right, Ms. Dukes.


  Sean and Michelle turned to see Brandon Murdock in the doorway. The FBI agent smiled.


  Enjoy your chat with Edgar Roy, he said.
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