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Chapter 1
The m nute he wal ked in the door, Heather Webb fell in
| ove.
His suit fit himso perfectly that it had to be custom
tailored. The white shirt still sparkled with newness, and

smal | gold coins that Heather recogni zed as bearing the
portrait of Maxim|lian of Mexico graced the cuff-Ilinks.

Even his shoes spoke of wealth.

If a man this obviously rich had to cone to a run-down
private detective agency w thout even calling ahead for an
appoi nt nent, he was desperate--and she wouldn't |et himwalk
out of here without a fight. A client like this could finance
t he agency for a nonth.

She slurped a swallow from her coffee nmug then waved the
mug toward a chair sonmehow managi ng not to send coffee
everywhere. "Won't you sit down?"

He straddled the chair. "Are you the boss?"

The visitor's distrustful blue eyes personified danger
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and control. That didn't surprise her. |In her experience,
people didn't get rich w thout stepping on sone toes.

Hi s voice was deep and sexy, but in a carefully
mani pul ated way, as if he had taken voice | essons to devel op
just that rasp of sensuality. He certainly didn't fit the
nor mal gover nnment - wor ker nodel that nost of Washington D.C.'s
privileged copied in their efforts not to seemtoo elite.

"“I'" m Heat her Webb."

He ignored her inplicit invitation to introduce hinself.
"1 understand you do conputer break-ins."

She didn't want to scare him off, but suddenly he seened
just a little too perfect. "I run a general purpose private
det ecti ve agency,"” Heather explained. "One of our services is
conputer security audits.”

She'd put the ball back in his court and | et himdefine
hi msel f through his words and actions. One of the best things
about her job was that it gave her an excuse to be nosy.

"I'"'m | ooking for someone who can find out whether the
conputers at a conpany |I'minterested in are secure.”

She sighed. "We don't do third party work."™ In her
ci rcunstances she couldn't afford to take the risk, no matter
how nmuch nmoney he m ght offer.

She shoul d have known that having M. Rich Guy walk into

her office was too good to be true. Especially a rich guy who
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| ooked Iike he'd be cool and collected in the mddle of the
Sahara desert. Despite Washington D.C.'s brutal August

hum dity, M. Rich-guy appeared conpletely confortable in his
wool suit and perfectly knotted silk tie.

The man | ooked at her curiously.

"I'"m Jack Eastland," he told her.

"Ah. Jack Eastland," she answered as if everything were
suddenly clear. She didn't exactly hang around in D.C.'s high
society, but you can't live in Washi ngton wi thout picking up
some sense of who is doing what. His nane neant exactly
not hing to her.

His eyes widened slightly and she had the feeling that he
had just run her through a cat scan and investigated every
secret cranny of her being. The sensation was a little
frightening, but it wasn't altogether unpl easant.

He was built better than npost businessnen she had known.
In fact, he probably had to have his suits custom made, since
hi s broad shoul ders woul d burst through anything he could buy
off the rack. He was a little old to be a professional
athl ete, probably somewhere in his md-thirties, but he noved
with a grace that spoke of power and econony of nption.

He cleared his throat. "Wat makes you think I'm asking
for a third-party search.”

"There nmust be some sort of convention going on," she
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told him "Five m nutes before you arrived, soneone called
asking for me to break into a major conputer center.
Yesterday | got three calls. Everyone nust want to find out
what their conpetitors are doing. | don't blanme them but I
can't help them | don't do that kind of work."

"Aren't you wal king away froma | ot of business?”

She shook her head ruefully. "It's not worth |osing ny
license over." Moire to the point, she couldn't afford to get
her parents nessed up in an investigation. O course she
woul dn't tell M. Eastland, or whatever his real name was,

t hat .

"Well, Heather ..." he paused, "May | call you Heat her?"

She smiled. "OF course.”™ He could call her Fido if he
wanted, as long as he paid his bills.

"Fine," he told her. "1'll get to the point. |'ve
recently picked up a conpany. Since then, nmy conpetitors have
been eating ne alive. Before | go on a ranpage and nake
accusati ons about an inside job, I want to make sure that ny
conpetition isn't stealing nmy secrets off nmy own conputer.
What you said about what's going on out there makes ne even
nore certain that | need to look into this. Sonmehow |I'm not
convi nced everyone shares your norals."”

He reached into his suit pocket.

Heat her fought her instinctive urge to reach for the
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automatic in her desk. Instead she set a false smle on her
face. When his hand energed with a gold business card box,
she l et out her breath in a whoosh.

The card was printed on stiff |linen stock paper that felt

i ke money, only thicker. Jack Eastland, CEQ, WIldfire

Enterprises, the card read.

Everyt hing appeared too easy. |In her experience,
conpanies the size of Wldfire, one of D.C.'s biggest private
conpanies, didn't send their CEOCs out to hire detectives.
Still, why shouldn't things be easy for once?

Al'l sumrer, business had been so bad she'd stooped to
serving sumonses for a couple of the law firnms she worked
with. A mpjor computer security audit deal could be the break
t hat made her conpany. Her parents' work in conputer security
was pretty well known in hacker circles, but a high-publicity
j ob woul d give her the chance to expand the agency.

"You understand |I'Il have to check on this?" she asked
hi m

Jack Eastl and | ooked |ike he could be a CEO or anything
el se he put his mnd to. Then again, she'd nmet con nen who
coul d assunme the sane air of power and arrogance.

"Of course,"” he said smoothly. "I hope you understand
that I amin sonmething of a hurry.”

A year and a half in business for herself had trained
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Heather to go for the jugular. "I'll put together a conplete
proposal. In addition to the conputer audit, | recomend that
you hire ny agency to handle on-site surveillance. | can
practically guarantee that you'll have holes in your conputer
security. That doesn't nean that's where your |eaks are
comng from"

"I"'monly interested in the conputers,” he answered.
His quick rejection of her suggestion piqued her
curiosity. Clearly noney wasn't the issue. 1In her wldest

dreans, she woul dn't charge enough to make a conpany of

WIildfire's size notice. So why was he dead set on ignoring

her advice?

"lIt's your noney," she told him "You want me to do only
half the job, I'lIl do half the job."
"Fine." Eastland gave her a smle that showed a row of

perfect teeth set against a deeply tanned face.

She al nost choked at his smle. No man had a right to
| ook that good. Maybe he really was an actor. She'd
certainly stand in line to watch him

Abruptly he ended his smle and nodded.

Heat her felt |ike she'd had the wi nd knocked out of her.
That wonderful, warm confiding, smle had been a fraud, an
act. |If he wasn't an actor, he should be. And not just

because he was pretty to | ook at.
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He stood and | ooked to the door. "When can | expect the
report?"

"I have no idea."

That got his attention. Hi s eyes snapped back to her.
"Exactly what is that supposed to nean?"

"l already told you, |I've got to check you out. Once I
do, I'Il put together a proposal. 1'll estimate how nuch time
and how nuch noney the job is likely to cost.™

"Let me rephrase my question, then. \Wen can | expect
t he proposal ?"

Heat her picked up her desk cal endar and exani ned it
cl osely.

As she'd suspected, her August schedul e renai ned
distressingly simlar to Septenber and July--nearly bl ank.
"Why don't you conme by tonorrow afternoon. 1'Il be able to
give you an estimate then."

Eastl and pulled a thin book fromhis suit jacket pocket
and exam ned it closely. "I can get free between two and two-
thirty."

"That should be plenty of tinme."

He nodded curtly. "I1'll see you then."

Heat her stood and held out her hand. A handshake wasn't
a legal tie, but it tended to put people on nore personal

terms. The |ast thing she needed was for himto take his
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busi ness el sewhere, especially since she was going to the
trouble of putting together a proposal. Custoners didn't seem
to understand that a proposal is half the job.

Jack's hand swal | owed hers.

At his touch, a tiny thrill went through her body, al npst
like static electricity, except it couldn't have been that
since she felt certain Jack Eastland would never all ow human
things like static electricity into his life.

He tightened his grip enough to |l et her feel his
controll ed power, then rel eased.

“I'f | have any questions--" she started.

"You have ny card. [|'IlIl instruct my secretary to page
me, no questions asked."

"That should do it. See you at two."

Heat her wat ched as he turned and strode toward the door.

Sonet hi ng about himdidn't quite fit. Sure, rich
busi nessmen were dangerous. But Jack Eastland | ooked
dangerous in a nore active way than any sinple executive
should. He | ooked nore |ike a man who'd take an eneny and
break himin half than he did a capitalist out to exploit
wor kers and custoners.

Al t hough he stood over six feet tall, Jack didn't nove

awkwardly. In fact, he somehow managed to step without a

sound on the squeaky step she'd spent so nuch tinme installing
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out si de her office.
She revised her initial thoughts about the man. He m ght
be bringing in sone val uabl e busi ness, but she wondered what

hi s busi ness would end up costing her.

Jack checked off Heather Webb's name fromhis l[ist and
grabbed a taxi. He had time to visit another agency before
unch. Wth luck, he could finish this grunt work this week
and get back to his real job.

Wth her honey-bl onde hair, hazel eyes, and | egs that
didn't know where to stop, Heather had been nice to | ook at.
Unfortunately, she also seened to see too nmuch. He wasn't
certain she'd bought nmuch of his story.

Still, she'd agreed to prepare a proposal--after she
checked himout. He wasn't worried about her checkup. 1In his
line of work, fail-safe paper trails were automatic.

He wondered how nuch Heat her would try to gouge himfor.
Since he had no intention of actually buying anything, that
wasn't much of an issue. Before she could put together a
proposal, she'd have to do enough research to tell him what he
needed to know.

Jack checked his notes on the next agency. This one was
supposed to be even slin er than Heather's.

"Where too?" the driver demanded. Hi s distinct Russian
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accent nmade hi m al nost i nconprehensi bl e.

"Ni neteenth and M " Jack answered, absently slipping into
Russian to match the driver's accent.

The driver gave hima sharp | ook and fl oored the engine.

He probably thought Jack was KGB, set to reactivate him

Heat her took a yogurt from her office refrigerator and
returned to her desk. Everything seenmed to check, but it
bot hered her.

Jack Eastland was too perfect--a rich man who just wal ked
in off the street to offer her a legitimate job. Private
detectives don't stay in business without |earning to suspect
everyone, especially anyone desperate enough to want to hire a
detecti ve.

She wi ped her forehead and checked her desk clock. In an
hour of intensive conputer digging, Eastland came up cl ean.

His recently deceased father had supposedly |left himnore
noney than he knew what to do with, although the father had
lived in a nodest Texas suburb and |eft al nbst no conputer
record at all. Wth the newfound wealth, Eastland had bought
a couple of conpanies. WIldfire was his | atest and | argest
acqui sition.

More interesting than what she found on Eastl and was what

she didn't find. After a normal high school and coll ege
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career, he had al nost dropped off the conputer trace.

That m ght mean he was just careful. O it mght point
at organized crime. His low profile father with all the noney
poi nted at the sane thing. Despite what her parents thought,
Heat her didn't consider all businessmen the equival ent of the
Mafia. Capitalismmght be theft, as they clainmed, but it was
t hi every wi thout broken kneecaps and m dni ght executi ons.

The nob often took over and cl eaned out m d-sized
conpanies. If they had taken over Wldfire, they would put in
an apparently clean front man. Eastland | ooked dangerous
enough to |l ead a gang and tough enough to stay in control.
He' d be a perfect choice.

The job he'd hired her to do nmade sone sense. |In today's
worl d, the nob would want to nmake sure their conputers were
| eak free. The whole world knew how the FBI | oved breaking
into Mafia books and fingering the nmen with the noney.

An organi zed-crinme involvenent could explain Eastland's
unwi | i ngness to | et her extend the investigation to the rest
of the conpany. He knew what she'd find. Still, wouldn't the
Mafi a have their own conputer investigators?

The fl oorboard outside her office creaked and she | ooked
up.

"Darling, we've finished the Andreson audit."” Heather's

not her, Karen, peered at her through Coke-bottle-thick glasses
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and handed over a neatly typeset report.

When she'd gone into business as a private investigator,
Heat her had been concerned about having her parents as
enpl oyees. Things had worked out wonderfully. Karen and Pete
had worked incredi bly hard and asked for al nost nothing. She
knew she was prejudiced, but she had never managed to
reconcile her feelings for themwith the notion that they were
nost -wanted crim nals.

"Anyt hi ng speci al ?" she asked. Andreson had been anot her
bl uebird, like Wldfire. They hadn't been able to pay mnuch,
but it gave her parents something to do and at | east
contributed to the outrageous rent she had to pay for her
office and the two apartnents overhead.

"You' d think that people would at | east close up a few of
the holes in their systens,”" her nmother said with a sigh. "I
guess this one is a little unusual because of the M ddle-
Eastern connection.”

"What's that?" Al she needed was the licensing bureau
br eat hi ng down her neck about some international reporting

requirement.

Her not her waved her hand vaguely. "It turns out that
Andreson is owned by one of the countries over there."” Then
she brightened. "They've got a dedicated satellite |ink back

to the headquarters and it's al nost conpletely w de open. And



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 13

t he conpany has got to have government connections because you
can go everywhere once you get there."

| f Heat her gave her nother a chance, she'd rattle for
hours about her conputers. For all Heather had told Jack
East| and about being a general purpose agency, her parents'
conputer skills nmeant that conputer audits forned the bul k of
their business. Moire inportantly, the work |l et her parents do
sonet hing they |loved while contributing to the agency.

Heat her preferred the part of the job hackers call ed

soci al engineering. This hands-on side of conputer security

i nvol ved basic Pl work--investigating, garbal ogy, and tricking
people into revealing what they didn't know they knew. G ven
her druthers, she |let her parents handle the computer end and
spend her tinme snooping.

“"I"'mglad you've finished that audit," Heather told her
mot her. "1 need your help with a proposal for a conpany
called Wldfire."

Her mother's eyes wi dened and she coll apsed into
Heat her's office chair. She shook her head firmy. "Don't
touch it."

Karen had as much busi ness sense as a pussycat, and she
knew it. She had never before given Heather advice on how to

run her conpany.

"1 thought there m ght be a nob connection," Heat her
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suggested. "Still, | can't put a finger on anything." She
| ooked her nother in the eyes. "Wat do you know about it?
We could really use the noney."

"I don't know if things are changed, but WIldfire was
founded back in the eighties as a front to fund the Contras,"
Karen sai d.

Heat her sagged in her chair. That could nmean the Mfi a,
whom the Cl A sonmetinmes used as a cover. It could nean the ClA
itself. And the CIA was far worse than a Mafia connecti on.
| f the government was on to her now, she m ght have to give up
everyt hing she had worked for and head back to the road.

Coul d Jack Eastland's interest have any connection to the
audit her nmother had just finished? M ddle Eastern contacts,
Contras, CIA. Odd that it should all turn up in her office at
the same time. And that phone call she'd gotten just before
Jack showed up--froma man with a faintly threatening voice
and an exotic accent. Wrk as a private investigator had

t aught Heat her to distrust coincidence.

Still, Heather left vast conspiracy theories to her
parents.
"That Contra stuff was years ago," she said. "Qur

prospective client recently bought Wldfire. Surely they've
gone legit."

Karen shook her head. "Possibly,"” she said. She didn't
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| ook I'i ke she believed it. Absently, she got up, stood in
front of Heather's conputer, and started tapping on the
keyboar d.

Heat her pushed back her chair and observed. She never
failed to | earn sonet hing when she watched her nother work.
Wil e she couldn't even begin to imtate the Zen-|ike oneness
her not her achieved with the conmputer, she certainly could
learn a few of the basic tricks Karen used instinctively.

Rat her than attenpt the Wldfire system her nother found
a floating bulletin board where hackers hang out, and scrolled
t hrough the archives.

"Bern Nyl ands tried a hack on them about two nonths ago, "
she finally announced.

" And?"

"And he dropped out of sight about a week |ater.

Nobody's heard from him since.”

"1 hardly think the government is going to hold soneone
i ncommuni cado for two nonths because they try to break into a
Cl A conpany, " Heather renonstrated. "Besides, hackers are
al ways di sappearing. Weren't you telling nme yesterday that
hal f the hackers you know have dropped out of sight? Surely
they weren't all stupid enough to try to break into the CIA "

Her nother crossed her arms in front of her chest. "You

don't have to tell nme |I'm paranoid, sweetheart. M paranoia



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 16

has kept us alive for a couple of decades on the run. Maybe

" m being overly cautious. Still, sonething about this just
doesn't feel right.” She paused and patted Heather on the
shoul der. “Do we really need the noney?"

"Not that bad." Whether WIldfire was involved with Mafia
nmoney as she'd first suspected, or with the CIA, she couldn't
afford to expose her parents to the risk.

"Why don't you join us for dinner?" Karen asked her.

One drawback to living in the apartnent adjacent to her
parents, Heather thought for perhaps the thousandth tinme, was
that it gave them far too nuch insight into exactly how free
her free tinme was.

"No thanks, Mom |'ve got sone calls to nake."

Dunning clients wasn't the nost gl anmorous part of her
j ob, but Heat her was good at it. After turning down Wldfire,
she'd have to be damm good if they were going to pay the rent
next nonth.

"Al'l right. Let me know when we get our next job." Her
not her | eft the Andreson report on Heather's desk and headed
back toward her apartnment.

Heat her waited until her mother had left, then dialed
Jack Eastland's nunber. The ring sounded funny, as if com ng
froma satellite link rather than froman office down the

street. While she waited for an answer, she yielded to her
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i npul se and tapped her PCinto the reverse listing phone
directory, checking the nunmber to see if it matched up with
Wldfire.

It came back as unlisted. If it was a private line or an
answering service, that could nake sense. Still, it troubled
her. Conpani es normally sought business, they didn't hide
fromit.

Finally a woman answered, repeating back the nunber
Heat her had dialed with no el aboration.

"I'"d like to | eave a nessage for M. Eastland," Heat her
expl ai ned.

"One mnute."”

The sharp click told her she'd been put on hold. Not
exactly the type of response she'd expect froma CEO s
secretary. But this was |lunch hour. Maybe she'd gotten the
reception desk.

"Ms. Webb, M. Eastland can neet you imediately. He's
at the Col unbi a House coffee shop right now "

"How did you know who |I--" the dial tone told her she'd
been cut off.

Weird. She was certain she'd dialed the code to bl ock
Caller ID--it was an automatic gesture, |ike |ooking both ways
before crossing the street, or making sure she knew where the

back exit was before sitting down to eat. She nust have
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dialed it. So how did WIldfire know who she was?

Money or no, she was feeling better about her decision to
drop this job.

On i npul se she typed out a bill for the tinme she'd wasted
on Eastland's project. Maybe she shouldn't charge himfor a
proposal. Then again, she certainly wasn't in the business of
gi ving out free sanples.

"G ad you were quick," Eastland greeted her. He' d
already clainmed the farthest booth fromthe door and taken the
seat that allowed him to see anyone coning in. A coupl e of
open cream packages on the table near his half-filled coffee
cup made it clear he hadn't just arrived.

The slight bulge under his left arm hadn't been there
that morning or she would have tossed him from her office
wi t hout any discussion. It was there now.

No way woul d Heat her take the seat across froma man with
a gun. Especially a man who insisted on sitting where he
could watch the entrances.

She sat beside him pressing her shoulder |ightly against
his right arm  She'd been around guns enough to want to know
if he started to nove suddenly.

Unfortunately, she also found herself in contact with a

hard mass of nuscle. Eastland’'s scent didn't match the
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polished finish of his suit. Rat her than an expensive
col ogne, he snelled |like soap and nan. It nade him seem nore
human, sonmehow. Sexy, too.

What was she thinking about? She was about to turn down
a job froma guy with a gun and she was suddenly fantasizing
about his body next to hers. She plopped his case folder in
front of him and called out for a decaf. She didn't need a
caf fei ne high now.

"1 thought we were going to neet tonorrow. What's the
enmer gency?" Eastl and asked.

“"And | thought you were seriously interested in doing
business with the Wbb Agency. Whi ch of us got fooled nore
do you think?"

Did she only imgine that his nuscled arm tightened
agai nst her side, twitching with his desire to pull his gun to
seize control of a suddenly nore dangerous situation?

"I think a conputer security audit for WIldfire is a
fairly serious piece of business, Heather," he answered.

"1've prepared a bill for the work I've done so far, M.
Eastl and,"” she replied, keeping it professional. "Do you want
to read ny report or have nme summarize it for you?"

"1 wasn't under the inpression that I had a bill com ng."

"You've got a lot of things comng if you think you can

just walk into a place with a line like you pulled on ne."
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He | ooked positively nystified.

For a nmonent, she wondered if her nother could have been
m st aken.

"Can you give ne a summary of what you found, please?" he
asked.

The nonment dissipated. |If he was really who he pretended
to be, he'd get up and wal k away now.

"Certainly,"” she told him "Since you get the bill, you
get the report as well. I've made the bill out to Jack
Eastl and but feel free to change it to whatever nane you think
fits."

She shifted slightly so her thigh touched his. She

wanted to pick up on any body | anguage he sent.

He didn't even flinch at her innuendo. "That's my nane."

"What ever." She picked up the report and flipped through
it.

"Before | started, | did some background work to

determ ne whether you were actually the owner of Wldfire.
Then | did some prelimnary work to measure the scope of the
probl em "

“I"'mcertain you found everything in order."

"Al nost incredibly so. It's surprising, sonetinmes, how
much work it is to piece together information that should be

on file but somehow isn't. In your case, of course, the
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opposite was true."
"l take it you' re going sonewhere with this?"

"Your background is too clean, too perfect.”

"You're refusing a job and giving me a bill because the
conputer did a good job reporting on ne." He | ooked
i ncredul ous, but his tight nmuscles didn't match his 1ight
t one.

"That's one way to | ook at it."

His blue eyes took on an icy | ook. "Would you care to
expl ai n?"

" didn't find anything unusual t hrough coll ege.

Excell ent grades through a joint economcs and political
sciences degree from MT. After that, enploynent by a number
of shadow conpani es."”

"Hardly shadow conpanies. They were small conpani es that
gave nme a chance to make sonething of nyself."

"Still, it 1is interesting that all of them quietly
failed, isn't it?"

"1 can hardly be blamed for that."

He sounded so reasonable she knew he was |ying. "What
|"m getting at, M. Eastland, is that | don't do work for
organized crime and | don't do work for secret governnent
agenci es. "

"What's that--"
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"Don't mess with nme, Eastland. | brought my bill and

frankly, I'd like you to pay it now. 1In cash.”

Jack shook his head. He had anticipated on having a bil
thrown in his face. That was a standard ganbit. He hadn't
expected Heather to unravel his Agency-supplied cover story.
WIldfire had been run as a legitimte business for years. | f
Heat her could see through the programthis quickly, she either
had inside information, or she had instincts the Agency
needed.

“"I"'mnot with the Mafia," he told her.

"l don't care what you call it. | taped our neeting this

norning. On the way here | dropped the videos in the mail to

nmyself. If I'"mstill alive when they arrive, |1'll reuse them
| f sonmething happens to nme now, the police will find them
You m ght be able to work a cover-up, but | think it'll cost
you nore inconvenience than killing ne would be worth."

"Aren't we getting just a little nmelodramatic?"”

"1 don't know, M. Eastland. Can you think of any reason
| should think nyself safe sitting with a stranger who lies
about who he is and whose hand keeps twitching toward the gun
he has in his pocket?"

He wanted to assure her that she was in no danger, but he

couldn't make hinself mouth the Iie. "Let's take a | ook at



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 23

the bill."

She reached for the folder. "1'"m just getting out the
bill," she explained in response to his unconsciously shifting
his hand toward his shoul der hol ster.

"Go ahead," he told her as if nothing had happened. He
hadn't realized he could be read so easily. No wonder she was
sitting so close to him It sure as hell wasn't because she
wanted to be near him Zero for two on readi ng Heat her Webb,
so far.

She flipped open the folder and slid a yellow receipt to
hi m

"Three hundred doll ars?" he read. That made him zero for
t hree.

"Two hours of research time, on line charges from the
dat abases, and this neeting," she told him "I round up."

When she'd told him about the videos, he had anticipated
sonething closer to thirty thousand doll ars. Then he could
ask for her help on the real job as a way to earn the higher
fee. Heather's low-ball charge didn't fit his expectations.
Still, she was his best suspect right now. He'd just have to
up the pressure.

"l don't have that nuch noney on ne," he said.

“I"'msure a man in your position has an automatic teller

card in his wallet. Wat do you say we go for a wal k?"



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 24

"You haven't touched your coffee.”

She reached, slowy, into her front jacket pocket and
pul | ed out a couple of singles, |leaving themon the table. "I
guess I"'mnot thirsty."

"Lead me to the nearest teller machine." He'd think of
sonet hing while they wal ked.

Superficially, Heather cane off as hard and brittle. He
wonder ed what woul d happen if he pushed. Wuld she crack, or
woul d her hard crust flake off and reveal steel underneath?

He toyed with the idea of pulling her into the Agency for

guestioning but rejected it. He had to continue with the
pl an, even if it nmade himfeel |ike a heel.
"This way." She stood and started toward the exit.

Jack cursed, tossed down a five for his own coffee, and

hurried after her. Hi s expense report would be all fouled up
and he had no one to blame but hinself. Top secret or not,
t he Agency was typical government when it cane to npney. |t

had no problemtaking it, but pulling noney out of it, wthout
dozens of detailed receipts, could be a royal pain.

Heat her stopped in front of a branch of Washington D.C. 's
bi ggest bank. "Three hundred seven dollars and nineteen
cents," she rem nded him

"Ri ght. He punched in the nunmbers with one hand, using

the other to cover up the code he entered.
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The noney spit out in neatly ironed twenty dollar bills.

She didn't bother to count the stack of bills he handed
her, but passed hi mthe change.

"1 think our association is now conplete, M. Eastland.
Tell me which way vyou're heading and 1'll go some other

direction."
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Chapter 2

Jack wasn't about to | et Heather Webb wal k out of his
i nvestigation, or out of his |life, quite so easily. He
grabbed her arm

"1 think three hundred dollars should buy ne a little
nore consulting services." Jack didn't know what he'd hooked,
but it was noving too nmuch to be just an old tire. He wanted
to play it in and have a cl oser | ook.

"l1've already told you that our association is conplete,
M . Eastland."

"Hey, are you working for me or not?"

“Not . "

"Fine. Then call ne Jack." 1In the Agency, younger
agents had started calling himMster. The token of respect
went with a veiled, or sonetinmes not very veiled, inference

that he should take a desk job and stay away fromreal worKk.
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At thirty-seven, he didn't feel ready for the retirenment the
agency seened to have slotted himfor. Admttedly, trekking

around Washi ngton was a
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far cry from Afghanistan. Still, anything was better than a
desk at Langl ey.

Heat her gave himan icy smle. "I'd feel better calling
you gone."

O all of the detectives that either he or his partner
had visited, only Heather had cracked even the first |ayer of
conplexity. The others nmi ght be able to knock over guys with
faked injuries, but they sure couldn't work with a conputer.

He decided to play on her synpathies.

"What you've told ne is making ne nore worried than | was
when we started this. |If my conpany is being used by the
Mafia or sonme spy organi zation, | think | have a right to
know. You nmay be the only person who can help nme."

"M . Eastland, get it through your head. | don't want to
hel p you."

"I'"1l pay double your normal rate.” He put on his
anxi ous | ook.

"Go find yourself another sucker.™

"Look, something is going on. Everyone who knows about
conputers seens to have vanished. Yours is the only conpany I
can find that can do a hal fway decent audit. No one el se
tal ked to has even been able to find anything out of the
ordinary. |If the CIA or Mafia has taken over ny conpany, |

want to know for sure. Maybe | can get ny noney back.”
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"M . Eastland, you have exactly one m nutes to vanish

conpletely. After that, I'mgoing to call the police."
Dam, she was a touch cookie. "Hey, | just need some
hel p."
"1 don't know what you need, but I know I'mnot it." Her

voi ce softened just a little. He hadn't lost all his skill
Not yet.

"Maybe you're not," he said. "So far, you're the cl osest
thing I"ve found. 1'Il tell you what. | understand you don't
want to get into trouble. Maybe you could just sort of hint
at what | should do."

Her face twisted with obvious indecision. Pretty clearly
she knew how to break into the Wldfire system Pretty
clearly too, she was nore afraid of himthan hungry for his
nmoney. Did her reluctance hide a guilty secret?

"Are you a science fiction fan, M. Eastland?"

Somet hing in her voice told himhe had won. He let a
little confusion showin his face. "I guess | read a little.
Why ?"

"Do you renmenber reading about the 'old gods' ?"

He shook his head, nore to clear it than in negation.
"I"mnot sure.”

"Thi nk about it and try to renenber. |f you do, you may

be able to find help. If not, you' re on your own."
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“"Now just a mnute. Don't give nme some hokey religion
stuff. |'ve put everything |I've ever had into this venture.
You' ve got to help ne."

"I've already said too much. Let me go, M. Eastland."

To his surprise he realized that he still held her arm
VWhat had gotten into hin? He wasn't above using physical
force to get his way, of course. A decade and a half in the

Agency had cured himof civilian scruples. But he was hol ding

Heat her |i ke she belonged to him |ike she was a romantic
interest, not at all like a threat to his country.
"Try to think about what |'ve asked.” He let just the

| east anount of panic enter his voice.
At her eyes' answering gleam he knew he had hit the
ri ght button. To his surprise, though, she shook her head.

"Trust the old gods, M. Eastland."

Heat her balled the stack of twenty-dollar bills Jack
East| and had given her in her fist and hurried back through
t he darkening streets of Washington's Capitol Hill. Wile the
area housed plenty of gentrified honmes, with darkness, a
different civilization hit the streets: a culture of cocaine,
prostitution, and blatant power. Too |like the governnent that
ran the city during the day, she thought.

She shoul dn't have told Jack about the old gods. Still
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would it matter? Even if he was famliar with the Internet,
woul d he think to look for reference to the old gods far off
t he web, where the out-of-fashion, ol der technol ogies still
rei gned?

It had taken all of her will power to turn him down.
Sonet hi ng about this man spoke to her. To her female side
rather than to the detective. Wen he'd touched her, taken
her arm she had felt an irrational urge to throw caution to
the winds and kiss him As it was, she'd put herself and her
parents in danger, but she hadn't been able to help herself.
Unlikely though it m ght be, what if he was what he said and
had bought an old spy front fromthe CIA? Unl oading that kind
of baggage on a small busi nessnman was exactly the type of
trick the government would play.

She'd warn her parents. They would find some way to
verify whether Eastland was a victimor part of the problem

The unm st akabl e snick of a switchblade clicking into
pl ace stopped her in her tracks.

"Hey, babe. Looking for a little action?"

She spun slowy, then took a step back as a tall man
stepped from a darkened stoop and stood in front of her. He
tossed his knife into the air, then caught it.

The sound of another pair of footsteps halted her

retreat. "Looks |ike you scored pretty good, honey," the new
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arrival conmmented.
Damm. Her fist wasn't big enough to hide the noney.
"1 don't want any trouble,"” she said.
"Maybe you shoul d have t hought about that before you

hustled in Charles's turf," the man behind her said. His
deceptively soft voice sounded |ike death.

She chanced a | ook behind her and wi shed she hadn't. The
man had the telltale defined nuscle of a recent prison rel ease
and two ten-year tattoos, indicating that he had spent twenty
of his thirty or so years of life in jail.

“I"'m not a hooker."

"Wal ks |'i ke a duck, talks like a duck, right Charlie?"
the man in front of her said, laughing at his own attenpt at
hunor .

She shifted her weight to the balls of her feet and
wai ted. They hadn't asked for her the noney; she didn't
figure that they would settle for robbing her.

The man before her flipped his knife again. A big smle
crossed his face as he caught the knife, point down, on the
pal m of his hand. "Beautiful pain," he whispered.

"Shut up, Bert," the man behind told him

Where the heck are the cops when you need thenf? They

certainly seened to have enough tine to continue chasing her

parents decades past their m stake.
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"I think | get to cut you," Bert said. He breathed

heavily, alnmost licking his |lips over the word 'cut.'

Heat her inhal ed deeply, suddenly aware of exactly how
wel come WAshington's hot, sticky air could be when she m ght
be breathing her last of it. "How about | just |eave nmy noney
here on the ground and wal k away? You get what you want. No
one gets hurt. No need to worry about it."

"But we're not worried," Charlie told her. "And don't
worry about getting cut sone. Johns like it."

The annoying runble of a notorcycle kept her from
concentrating, getting into the zone her self-defense
instructors had worked with her to achieve. This had turned
out to be an outrageously bad day.

The motorcycl e noise got closer and Bert slipped his
knife into a coat pocket. "Don't try anything stupid, girly-
girl," he warned.

It would take himonly a second to free the knife again,
but that second m ght make all the difference.

Wth an abrupt shout, she threw the wad of twenty-doll ar
bills into the air and took off running.

The notorcycle's roar changed tone as its driver shifted
gears.

She gl anced behind her. Charlie didn't bother asking her

to stop. He deliberately pulled a gun fromhis belt and



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake K

leveled it in her direction.

Then, suddenly, his gun skittered off and his hand
fl opped to the side as the nmotorcycle driver rode by him In
an instant, Heather found herself in mdair as the driver
scooped her up and tossed her, sidesaddle, behind himon the
extended seat of a Harley Davidson.

Despite the mrrored hel met and bl ack | eat her jacket,
she thought she recognized the cut of those tailored trousers
and the male scent. Jack Eastl and.

"What did you do to hinP" she asked, shouting to make
hersel f heard over the engi ne noi se.

"You nean that man who was fixing to shoot at you?"

"Who el se?"

Jack pulled over to the side of the road and cut the
engine. "l thought | heard sonething so |I picked up a chunk
of concrete out of a pothole. He |ooked |ike he needed it

more than | did."

Her stomach churned. If she had been nore careful, no
one woul d have been hurt. Now she had Charlie's injury on her
conscience. "You didn't have to hurt him | was doing fine."

"You were getting yourself killed."
"They woul dn't have killed nme. They thought | was a
prostitute hustling their turf. If I'd just hidden that stack

of noney you gave ne they would have |left nme al one.™
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He grunted at her. "I didn't kill him"
Jack must think she was nuts. People just didn't seemto
get it--that violence sinply deneans both the victimand

aggr essor.

Jack pushed up his visor and twi sted until he could see
her face. This wasn't going according to plan. 1In the
nmovi es, wonen always throw their arns around their brave
rescuers and reward them with kisses. Heather didn't |ook
i ke she was going to reward himw th anyt hing.

Except maybe a fit of tenper. She |ooked genuinely
pi ssed.

"Vi ol ence never solves anything, you know," she
instructed him

He ignored the condescending attitude. Violence in
Canbodi a had solved lots of things for him Like having to
grow up with a living father. "Actually, violence solves a
whol e |l ot of things. That man with the gun didn't |ook |ike
he was joking and he didn't | ook |ike he was going to stop
with a couple of cuts. He would have permanently sol ved ny
probl em of whether | could change your m nd about taking on ny
case."

"I't would have taken a miracle for himto hit ne with

t hat Saturday Ni ght Special he packed,"” she told him "And
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that's assuming that the gun fired rather than blowing up in
his hand."

It had been a piece of junk. Still, Jack had enough
experience to know how easy it was to kill.

"1've never known anyone fast enough to outrun a bullet."
The gunman had | ooked |i ke he knew what he was doing. He'd
even used the classic police stance. "Next tine I'lIl let them
shoot you."

"I"'msorry. O course |I'mgrateful for you rescuing me
fromny own stupidity.”

"Don't take responsibility for other people's evil,
Heat her,"” he told her. "You have a right to walk where you
want to."

"Where have you lived all your life? The Vatican? Here
i n Washi ngton, you |learn to cope."

"Il keep that in mnd."

He waited a noment, hoping his silence would tenpt her to
say nore.

She seened to have no problemwith the lull in the
conversati on.

"Do you want ne to take you back to your office, or is it
time for you to go hone now?" he finally asked.

"You don't have to take ne hone. | can walk."

He grinned at her. "I saw what happened |last tinme you
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went for a walk. |If you won't et me drive you, I'Ill ride
al ong next to you to nmake sure you're safe.”

She nodded. "I live in the apartnent just above ny
office. You can take ne back there."

He started the nmotorcycl e and Heat her adjusted herself
behind him straddling the seat rather than riding it
si desaddl e.

"Do you have an extra hel met?"

He opened the storage box and handed her his spare.

OQbvi ously she had ridden before. She |ooked quite confortable
sitting behind him her thighs gently pressing against his
hi ps.

Jack was anything but confortable. Heather’s skirt was
cut at | east four inches above the knees of her incredibly
long legs. And that was before she had hiked it up to sit on
the notorcycle seat. He fought the alnost irresistible urge
to stroke those |long nuscles defined in her |legs. Danmn.

How coul d he be attracted to this woman? So far, all of
the evidence they'd gathered, starting with their m ssing
informant's brief nessage, pointed directly at her. That
she'd found out about Wl dfire so quickly proved she had the
technical ability to serve as the contact between M ddl e-
Eastern terrorists and conputer hackers.

So why did he want to take her in his arnms and tell her
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he'd protect her fromthe bad men of the big city? The one
man he couldn't protect her fromwas hinmself. \Wen it canme to
bei ng bad, those two guys threateni ng Heat her were pikers
conpared to Jack Eastl and.

"Ready," she told him

He pulled his Harley back fromthe gutter. Pulling his
m nd out of its own gutter wasn't quite so easy.

"I't was brave of you to come after ne." Heather pulled
hersel f forward and spoke directly into his ear so he coul d
hear her. Her breasts burned himthrough all the protection
his | eather jacket provided. He knew it was inpossible to
sense the warm caress of her breath through his hel net.
| rpossi ble, but he still felt it.

"Ri ght," he answer ed.

"It's just that I"'ma pacifist. | don't believe in
vi ol ence, no matter what."

"Believe init, honey. It's all around.™

"That's not what | meant."

He didn't say anything else during the short ride,
preferring instead to concentrate on ignoring how perfectly
Heat her's body fit against his as he cornered a little too
fast.

Her three-story town hone | ooked exactly |ike every other

buil ding on the Capitol Hi Il street. About half of them were
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apartnments. The other half had offices on the first floor and
living areas above.

Wth a little work, a cell could set up a fairly secure
environment in a place like this. Between connected roofs,
backyards overgrown with | arge trees, and passages cut between
supposedl y separate buil dings, the whole thing could provide
dozens of escape routes. Wth Washington's cosnopolitan
popul ati on and the weird hours of politics, no one would think
twi ce about late night departures and a few visitors.

He told hinself not to watch as she slid off the bike.

Good plan. Poor execution. At least he still wore his
helmet. Its mrrored visor just m ght keep her fromgetting a
sunburn fromthe heat of his gaze.

"See you around,"” he told her as she dug a key from what
he guessed nust be a purse and unl ocked her door.

"You think so, huh?" She tossed him his spare hel net.

He stood, staring at the door, for a long tine before

climbing back on his bike and headi ng sout h.

The Agency never slept. No matter what the hour, eager
ki ds picked right out of college could be found bent over
their conputer workstations or gathered around the coffee pot.

VWhen he'd joined, conputers did payroll and cryptography.

Back then, agents would parachute behind the Iron Curtain to
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neet with freedomfighters, hand off m ssiles to Mijahidin,
and spend noney on those who would sell their country's
secrets. Since he'd been back in the states, Jack had spent
Six months in conputer training just to catch up with kids

ri ght out of school. Still, after Afghanistan and Ni caragua,
the requirenments for his type of agent had di m ni shed. And
there were al ways younger, faster, harder agents pressing to
take his spot.

Barney, his partner, was talking to a redhead Jack
hadn't noticed before. Barney pulled hinself away when he saw
Jack wal k in.

"Mona tells me that all the bells went off after you
hired the PI on Capitol HII."

Barney had adopted the disguise of a typical bureaucrat:
runpled suit, shirt com ng untucked, and a copy of the Wall
Street Journal hangi ng out of a back pocket. Jack wasn't
fooled. The two had fought their way across two hundred niles
of Afghan nmountain a couple of years before; Barney hadn't
nm ssed a day in the gym since.

"She bl ew our cover story and stopped,” Jack told him
"1 thought WIldfire was supposed to be frigid."

Barney shrugged. "That's what the kids told ne. Anyway,
she got further than anyone else. The detectives | visited

were conplete duds. They just wanted to get in their cars and
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go talk to people.™

"Sort of like us in the old days?" Jack said.

"Hey, don't get sentinmental on nme. Who wants to craw
around getting shot at when we can sit around with a cup of
cof fee and play conputer games?"

"At | east when we were getting shot at, we were the only
peopl e in danger."

"Yeah, yeah. | sat through training too," Barney said.
"1 know what these terrorists are supposed to be trying. So
did you | earn anything we can use?"

Jack didn't think Barney needed to know how good
Heat her's body had felt nestled up against himon his
not orcycle. "She says she's a pacifist."”

"Freedom of religion, | always say. W haven't had
trouble with that bunch since Viet Nam™"

"Very funny. Oh, | alnost forgot. She said sonething
about the old gods."

Barney | ooked at himas if he had gone conpletely nuts.

"Od gods? What's that, a Georgetown bar?"

"l don't think so. | think it's sonething related to
computers.”

"We'll see." Barney stepped into an enpty cubicle and
| aunched a web search engine. "The usual two thousand," he

finally said. "Nothing that junps out though.”
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"She seened to think these old gods were inportant.”

"Well if they're not on the web, they don't have nmuch to
do with conputers.”

Jack hadn't noticed the redhead' s approach, but the agent
Barney had been talking to when he arrived broke into their
conversation. "Did soneone say old gods?"

"What? |Is this an echo?" Jack shot back

"It's in Science Fiction. The old gods are dark and evil

and don't |ike people nmuch."”
"That's a big help, Mna," Barney observed. "I'll stop
by the library and check up on them I'ma little behind on

my pulp fiction."

"1 could be wong," Mona continued, ignoring his sarcasm
"but think about it fromthe conputer angle. What is old and
unfriendl y?"

"DOS?" Jack ventured.

"1 was thinking nore in networking. Everyone is running
t he web, of course, but that doesn't nean the old tools aren't
still out there. Wy don't you try Veronica?"

"Why do | feel like I'm being talked down to by ny
t eenage daughter?" Barney asked. "If Veronica has need-to-
know, I'lIl talk to her.™

Mona gi ggl ed, rem nding Jack that he really was al nost a

generation ol der than the younger agents. Wth what he had
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lived through, he felt even ol der.

"You know," she said. "It's like in Archie and Veronica.
Com cs, get it? Veronica one of the old tools from before the
web. There's still a lot of stuff out there. Lots of the old
hackers think that the web is too obvious to be cool. Like
reading Cliff Notes rather than Janes Joyce or sonething."

"James Joyce?" Jack murnured to Barney when Mona swung
her pert bottom around the corner. He hoped it wouldn't be
too | ong before he could | ook at a woman and not conpare her
t o Heat her

Barney followed his gaze. "No you don't. | saw her
first.”

It wouldn't do to tell Barney that he didn't date fell ow
agents. And Barney sinply wouldn't believe himif he told the
man that Mona's obvi ous physical charnms didn't nove him He
and Barney had spent, or rather m sspent, too nuch of their
twenties together for either to admt that the other had grown
up.

Veronica turned out to be a |ist.

"So what do we | ook for?" Barney conpl ai ned.

"Let's stick with the old gods," Jack suggest ed.

Veronica |led themto a Gopher list which in turn pointed
themto an ftp site.

"I think we took a wong path sonewhere,"” Barney said.



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 4

We're in University of lceland of all places. They really do
have ol d gods there."

"lceland converted centuries ago," Jack answered. "I may
not know my conputers but | know that. Keep |ooking."

"Yeah, sure. Just what | need, an update on the Norse
pant heon. "

"I don't think Heather would have sent ne out for a
religion |esson.™

Barney pulled off his glasses and gave Jack a stare.
"Heat her, is it?"

"Ms. Webb, | nean.”

"Oh, sure. You always had a way with the wonmen, didn't
you?"

Irrationally, Barney's smrk bothered Jack. The man was
right, after all. Jack had split his twenties between
seducing attractive Soviet agents and infiltrating Irish and
German terrorist organi zations.

"Since Ms. Webb figured out there was an agency angle, |
went for the '"I've got to know what |'ve gotten into' dodge."

"Yeah. 1'll bet--oh, boy. Look at this!"™ Barney tapped
on the computer screen with his finger, calling attention to a
hi dden directory.

"Od God's Lair," Jack read out loud. "Sounds promn sing.

Can we downl oad the files?"
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"They don't call me 'the master' for nothing," Barney
replied.

Master or not, ten mnutes |ater, Barney |ooked stuck.
Jack took the opportunity to grab coffee for the two of them
throwing a dollar in the collection jar.

"This shouldn't be so hard.”™ Wthout even | ooking
around, Barney held out his hand for coffee as Jack reentered
hi s cubicl e.

Jack grabbed a nearby workstation and | ogged onto the
| cel andi ¢ conmputer. Maybe he coul d hel p.

Unlike the rest of the site which contained a conbination
of English, Danish, and Icelandic files, the hidden 'O d Gods
directory was all in English. Even without nanes |ike
‘govt hacks. archive,' the directory felt |like an intrusion
rat her than a purposeful part of the site. He tried a
downl oad.

"1've done that twenty tines," Barney told him

"So what's the security?”

"Typi cal password protection. W should be able to
figure a way around it."

"1 think you're working too hard. Woever put 'O d Gods'
out there neant for it to be hacked."

"So you're saying |I'minconpetent?"

"Do me a favor."
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"What's that?"

"Find out the word for 'guest' in Icelandic.™

Barney smacked hinself on the forehead. "OfF course, it's
directory protection, not file protection. | spend so nuch
time working secure systens that | forget how stupid nost
conputers are." He pushed Jack's hands out of the way and
typed in a strange | ooking hodgepodge of letters and synbol s.

A progress bar made its way across the screen as Barney's
wor kst ati on sucked in all of the files.

Bar ney gul ped down his coffee and passed Jack the enpty
cup. "More."

When Jack returned, Barney took the cup. "Wsh | had a
little something stronger to put in this."

"What have you found?"

"This has got to be the npst conplete hack of governnent
installations |I've ever seen,” Barney said. "Should we notify
the University?"

Jack wondered exactly what channels Heather had used to
find this place. Was this really what she'd meant for himto
find? It didn't make sense that she would tell him about it
if she really was working with the terrorists. On the other
hand, she knew too nuch to be a civilian.

"Sure," Jack replied. "We'Ill put it through channels."”

Barney smrked. "Mght as well follow the rules, huh?"
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Both nen knew that the Agency woul d take nonths to decide
whet her such a comuni cation could risk the security of the
United States. By that time, their intrusion would be
untraceabl e, even to the hackers who maintained the site.

Jack gl anced through the files Barney had coll ected.
"Remind nme not to go into the witness relocation program" he
breathed a few m nutes | ater.

"Why' s that?"

“"It's totally conprom sed. Look at this."

"Jeez, you're right," Barney answered. "I think maybe we

shoul d turn your girlfriend over to the FBI."
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Chapter 3

"Heat her, are you up?"

Heat her opened her eyes and | ooked out the wi ndow. Still
dar k.

"Too early,"” she grumbled. Still, she reached for her
robe. Her parents did everything they could to give her
privacy. Her nother wouldn't be here if it weren't inportant.

"We don't have nuch tine."

That brought Heather fully awake. The only thing her
parents had was tinme. Since she'd bought the detective agency
five years before, along with the old townhouse that housed
it, they had rarely left their apartment on the floor above
hers. Despite plastic surgery and the best fake IDs that
conput er hacking can provide, they retained the habits of a
three decades as fugitives, living solitary |lives and naking

contact with as few peopl e as possible.
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"What are you tal king about?"

"The O d Gods site got hacked | ast night."

Rel i ef swept over Heather. "Don't worry about it.
hinted to one of ny clients that he should | ook there.”

"It didn't just get searched. It got violated."

"You put it out there in plain view, nother. You neant
for people to find it." Despite everything she could do, her
parents remained true to the anti-governnent philosophies
t hey' d adopted during college. True to the |egacy of the
Pent agon papers of an earlier era, they maintained a
continually floating database of ways to hack information from
vari ous government sites.

Her not her shook her head slowy. "It isn't so sinple,
Heat her. We've never had trouble with the CI A before.™

Heat her's heart |urched, stopped, then pounded al ong as
if she had run an O ynpic sprint. "Are you sure?"

"We're sure,"” her father answered.

She hadn't noticed himcone in, but her parents renai ned
i nseparabl e despite the difficulties that it had created
during their years spent in safe houses and on the road.

Heat her switched on her bedside | amp and gestured to her
parents to sit down.

VWhen t hey conplied, she finished tying her robe and

pushed the button on her bedsi de coffee maker advancing its
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timer by two hours. Already she felt the beginning of a
beauti ful headache.

"The CIAisn't allowed to do any donestic work," she
rem nded them

Despite the griml ook on her father's face, he graced
that comment with a short laugh. "And the tooth fairy only
| eaves uncircul ated coins. You know as well as we do that the
Cl A does what it thinks it has to and worries about the rules
later."”

"God how | wi sh you two had never gotten involved in that
bombi ng. "

"We were just college kids,"” her nother rem nded her.
"You have no idea what it was |like in the sixties. W really
t hought we were on the verge of the revolution, that we'd
bring on a utopian society."”

"But bombing." Heather had | earned her pacifism at her
not her's knees. She had never been able to reconcile her
parents' devotion to the teachings of Gandhi and Martin Luther
King with the crinme that had sent theminto hiding for three
decades.

"We thought it was a fake," her father explained. "A
war ni ng agai nst setting up a chenm cal weapons research
institute on canmpus. We set up the electronics that nonitored

any intrusion while the others planted the supposed bonb."
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Heat her realized that she had avoi ded di scussing this
part of her parents' past despite the fact that it had totally
redirected their lives. She had known that they were on the
FBI nmost wanted |ist al nbost since she was old enough to talk,
but she'd never | earned the details of their crine.

"That was so |ong ago, I'msure that no one is tracking
you down over it."

"If they find us, they' Il make the connection. It turns
out that the chem cal weapons project was funded by the CIA "

"So what are you going to do?"

Her father cleared his throat awkwardly. "I know it
| eaves you in a hard spot, Heather. Unfortunately we've |eft
you in hard spots all of your life. But we' ve got to |eave.
Maybe we'l|l head for Canada for a while."

Heat her shivered. They had spent two years in Moncton,
New Brunswi ck when she was in her pre-teens and she stil
remenbered the way the snow drifts would pile up so they could
| eave their rented house fromthe second story w ndows.
"\When?"

"We're all packed."

"Can't you stay and see if it blows over."

"No," her father answered shortly.

"But don't worry about the security jobs," her nother

told her. "We finished those when we found out about the ClA.



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 52

The reports are on your desk."
"I wasn't worried about that stuff."”
"You should be. You ve worked hard to build a legitimte

busi ness here. W wouldn't want to do anything to harmit."

"You guys seemto be assunming that 1'll stay here. Wy
don't I go along. It would be like old tinmes."
"They aren't after you, Heather," her father explained.

"You've got your own life. Your nmother and | made a deci sion
and we've got to live by the consequences. You don't."

Heat her poured her coffee and stirred in a stream of
creaner. "l want to go."

Her nmother smled. "I know you're worried about us.
We're all grown up, though. W' ve been on the run nost of our
lives. We'Il stay in touch the usual way. And renenber, you
are totally innocent in all of this. |If the police come, tell
t hem everything you know. "

“"And |l et themtrack you down?"

"Sonmetinmes | think you get things confused, Heather.
We're the parents and you are the child. Even if you are
twenty-nine, you're still our baby and its still our job to
take care of you as best we can, not yours to take care of us.
Now give us a kiss and keep your fingers crossed.”

Heat her couldn't think of a thing to say as she hel ped

them | oad their ancient Vol kswagen van with a coupl e of
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changes of clothing, a portfolio she knew contai ned dozens of
faked identification cards, and a coll ection of | aptops,
cel l ul ar nmodens, phone phreaki ng equi pment, and dozens of the
new ul tra-hi gh density diskettes. Her nother adjusted the
police band radio, the radar detectors, and the CB.

"You'll be back if this is a false alarn?" She coul dn't
elimnate the plaintive note to her voice. Hell, she was
pl enty proud of herself for not grabbing her father's |egs and
ki cking her | egs against the ground until they agreed to take
her. O course if she thought it would work, she’d probably
try it.

Her not her answered. "Keep your wonderful innocence,
Heather. We lost ours too young. Renenber, no matter what
happens, we | ove you."

As the van bunped its way onto East Capital Street, the
sun poked itself over the horizon.

"1 thought they were supposed to ride off into the

sunset, not the sunrise," she nuttered.

Jack Eastl| and gave Heather a cheery nod when she finally
struggled into her office. He |ounged, apparently conpletely
confortable, in her chair, sipping coffee from her nug, and
studying the reports her parents had |eft.

"Woul d you mind telling nme how you got in here?" she
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demanded.

"Do you have a license for this?" he asked, pulling her
automatic fromthe desk drawer and pointing it in her general
di rection.

She froze, then slowy raised her hands. "OF course |
have a license for it."

"Strange toy for a pacifist to carry."

"Yeah? Well, getting through two supposedly pickproof
deadbolts is a strange thing for a business CEO to do."

"1"ve gotten around.”

Heat her bl anmed her sl ow uptake on |ack of coffee. O
course Eastland was the reason why her parents had run. "I
never have anything to do with spooks, M. Eastland."

"l told you to call me Jack.™

"Maybe no one has ever said no to you before, M.
Eastland.” Wth his |ooks, she could bet that not very many
wormren woul d manage the will power to refuse him anything. Her

parents' problenms with the | aw kept her inmmune from any type

of attraction to a ClA agent. "But |I'mnot interested in your
busi ness. "

"You know, it's a funny thing, Heather." He paused to
take a sip of coffee and nade a face. "This is terrible.

Don't you ever clean your coffee pot?"

"No.” She couldn’t control her curiosity. “Wat's a
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funny thing?"

"Lots of people tell me no. At first. Eventually I
persuade themto come around.” He gestured with her
automatic, punctuating his words with the overt threat it
represented.

"Fromtinme to tinme, | find it helpful to play tough, M.
Eastl and. The gun is part of the act. | wouldn't actually
shoot anyone. Frankly, | don't think you'd shoot me either."

"You don't think so, but you don't know for sure, do you?

Looks to me like it makes you nervous." He set the gun on the
top of her desk, unfortunately still within easy reach of his
| ong arns.

"This is the second time in less than twenty-four hours
t hat sonmeone has seen fit to point a gun at ne. So, yes. |
do find it a little disturbing. Now, | would |like you to
| eave before |I call the police. 1've read the law. The CA
has no jurisdiction within the U S. borders so you could well
find yourself the star of another agency PR debacle.™

Eastl and actually | aughed at her.

To her disappointnment, his |laugh was as sexy as
everything el se about this inpossible man. Because of him
her parents were on the road again, after they had finally
settled down to | ead a senblance of a normal life. Because of

him her body ached like it had been run over by his
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not orcycl e rather than nerely swept up onto it. And because
of him she hadn't finished two jobs that would have actually
gotten her paid yesterday, rather than | eaving noney on the
ground for the likes of Charlie and Bert. Of course she hated
him So why did she find himso attractive?

"What makes you think I work for the ClA?" The slight
edge to his voice told her he thought he had her in a trap.

"Let's see. | tell you about the Od Gods. The CIA
hacks the O d Gods site. | put one and one together. Not too
hard. You seemto forget that | ama private investigator."

His face hardened. "I'mnot forgetting anything,

Heather. So lets stop playing ganes and get to work."

"What do | need to do for you to | eave ne al one."

He gave her a funny look. "I don't really know. If I'm
ri ght about what's going on, you're in nore danger than you
can possibly imgine."

"So what do you want to know?" Her parents had told her
to tell everything. |If she did, she'd never be able to see
t hem agai n.

"Let's tal k about how m ddl e eastern terrorists can use
the net to essentially shut down the econony.™

Heat her | ooked at himfor a nmonent. Every word he'd said
made sense. But it added up to nothing. He wasn't asking

about the O d Gods, which was the nane her parents had adopted
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when PCs cane into the market and they'd brought their
progranm ng experience to the West Coast conputer fair.

From somewhere inside, a giggle struggled to the surface.
She did her best to keep it under control. But she couldn't.

Once she started to | augh, she found it inpossible to
stop. Tears rolled down her face, yet she continued.

"Stop it." Eastland had somehow |l eft her chair and
grasped her by the shoul ders.

She sagged against him sobs beginning to mx with her

| aught er.

Jack didn't like the way this was going. He had been
conpletely in control, in the zone. Then suddenly, when he
got to the crunch, he had not hing.

Not hi ng, that is, except two hands full of woman.

He had noticed her body, of course. Heather was
certainly worth nmore than one doubl e-take with her |ong
sl ender | egs, her sun darkened skin and jet black hair, and
her startlingly blue eyes. Now that it was pressed up agai nst
hi s, though, he noticed that it wasn't all firmgirl nuscle.
She had just the right amunt of softness in just the right
pl aces.

"Hang in there," he told her.

"Easy for you to say," she gasped out. She sagged



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 58

agai nst himeven nore heavily, letting himcarry her entire
wei ght .

He slid his arns off her shoul der down to her waist where
he coul d hel p bal ance her.

As he did so, she shifted her weight and her breasts
pressed agai nst his chest, then she brought up her hands to
rest against his jacket |apels.

"I"mnot carrying a gun,"” he told her.

Nobody could be that nmuch of an actor, but he had no
doubt that she'd tried to pick his pocket.

She pushed away from himand cl ai ned her chair. "That
was just about the funniest thing |I've ever heard.”

"Qur entire econony depends on conputer transactions.
They're secure against ordinary hacker attacks, but even a
relatively poor foreign governnent has resources that the
average hacker couldn't accunulate in a mllion years. Agency
anal ysts think its the biggest national security risk we face
ri ght now. "

"You honestly think that, just because | use conputers to

track down m ssing persons |like every other private

investigator in the country, that I'minvolved in sonething
li ke that. Check ny bank bal ance. | barely have enough noney
for a couple of tacos. You don't think that 1'd hold out for

better pay if | were going to destroy the American way of
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life."

She had to be the best actor he'd net since the KGB went
bankrupt. But she couldn't finesse away the facts.

"The O d Gods site was quite a find. There are phone
nunmbers, trap doors, passwords, and user |IDs for just about
every mmjor government system”

"Oh? Did you find anything about the CIA?"

"What's that got to do with anything?"

"What it has to do, Jack, is that you have no business
i nvestigating domestic matters." She held up a hand to
forestall his protest. "Not even if it relates to a foreign
threat. That's supposed to be handed off to the FBI. So show
me an FBI 1D card and we can talk." Although she used his
first nanme, she made it sound |ike a curse.

"The CI A gathers information and turns that over to the
FBI. That's all I'mdoing right now. You aren't under

arrest," he expl ai ned

"Oh, thank you so nmuch. | can't tell you how grateful
amto you."

"Yeah, right." Sarcasmwas a little better than that
hysterical laughter. It made her seem tougher, less |like she
needed protecting froma cruel world.

"l don't do industrial sabotage. | suspect you overheard

me tell a prospective client that before you arrived
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yest erday. "

"But you do conputer security audits. What better way to
penetrate a conpany's defenses than running a full audit on
t hent?"

From the | ook on Heather's face, his big cannon had
suddenly turned into a popgun. "It could be, but it isn't."

"You don't work alone, do you?" He'd cone back to the
first line of questions |ater.

"1 get help when | need it."

"And for conputer security, you always get help."

" So0?"

"So, suppose | told you that Pete Engles and Karen
Guthrie were wanted cri m nal s?"

She wrinkled her nose at him "lIs that why you' ve been
harassi ng nme?"

He dropped his grasp on her. He couldn't tell her
anything but he'd have to tell her enough to find out if she
could be the innocent dupe of others. Despite her tough act,
he didn't see her as conscienceless. "Our sources indicate
that a foreign power has funded extensive research into
penetrating the conputer systenms of major U S. conpanies with
speci al enphasis on financial systens.”

"So a few big conpanies get ripped off? They can afford
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"Sure, penetrating one or two systens wouldn't amount to
much. But if they could sabotage the financial systens of a
maj or share of the largest U S. conpanies, not to nention the
U.S. governnent, they could shut down the econony."”

"Whi ch neans what, exactly?"

"Whi ch could nake the great depression look like a tea
party." At |east that was what the Agency econom sts had
expl ai ned.

"Well, all of that doesn't make any difference. | don't
do espionage work. Neither do Pete and Karen."

"You seem awful confident of them"

"I am"

"Despite what | told you of their crimnal past."”

"I'"ve known thema long tine."

She was nearly | aughing at himabout sone secret, but he
couldn't see how anyone could be so certain about other
people. "Why don't you call themhere. 1'd like to talk with
them And stay here. | don't want you working on getting

your stories straight.”

"First of all, I thought you said I wasn't under arrest.”
“I didn"t--"
"And second. | can't call them They've left."

"What ?* He managed not to shout the question.

"They finished the job they were working on and they
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left. It's very sinple.”

"Sure. So what was that job?"

“"I"'mnot allowed to divulge client confidenti al
i nformation."

"We're tal king about the safety of our country here and
you're worrying about your private dick ethics?"

"l think that's why you went into the government. W
aren't the sane, you know. For you, maybe the country is
about nmoney. For ne, what makes a society worth living inis
ethics."

He wasn't sure where this conversation was going, but it
wasn't goi ng anywhere useful. Rather than continue arguing,
he | eaned forward and gathered up the papers on her desk.
"Maybe | can help you short-circuit your ethics. Wy don't
you cl ose your eyes and pretend you're living in sonme perfect
wor | d?"

Her bl ue eyes stared into himlike he was a skunk,
stinking on the side of the road. "Be nmy guest."

He didn't |ike the way she caved in so easily but wasn't
about to argue with success.

Most of the papers dealt with such inportant
adm ni strative details as ordering coffee and renew ng her
Private Investigators |icense. Two seal ed envel opes | ooked

nore prom sing.
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"Are you sure you want to watch?" he asked her as he slit
open the first of the envel opes.

"l certainly don't want to watch but | truly didn't
expect anything better so I'mnot surprised. I1'Ill live."

"l appreciate your cooperation.” He had neant to sound
sarcastic, but really he neant it. She could have pitched a
fit, called the police, and really made things difficult for
him Instead, she had sinply asserted her noral case then
backed off and let himdo what he had to do for the sake of
the country. Ethically weak, maybe, but leading to the right
results.

The report detailed an extensive investigation into a
conpany's conputer systens. |In excruciating detail it laid
out the firewall weaknesses, the social engineering that its
aut hors had conducted and provi ded sanpl es of some of the
conpani es nost sensitive materials. "Where the hell is the
conpany nanme?"

"We al ways work in code nanmes. That way, if the security
of my office were to be breached, nmy clients would continue to
be safe.”

"Dam." He opened the second report but found the same
results. "Listen. You owe this country a lot and it's
calling on you for a little payback. 1Is that too nmuch to

ask?"
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"What, exactly, do you think I owe this country. 1've
wor ked for everything |I've got. | never got any handouts and
| wouldn't have taken one if I'd been offered.”

He tossed down the second report and stood, then reached
back for the coffee mug.

Heat her's eyes followed himas he raised the cup to his
lips. She |ooked hungry. The coffee was col d.

"1 finished the |last of your coffee,” he told her. "It
| ooks |ike you re not nmuch use unless you get some. \Why don't
you let me buy you a cup, and maybe a donut?"

"Because | don’'t take handouts from sl eaze,” she
suggest ed.

“Put it on mmy bill.”

Heat her shrugged. “VWhy not? | can't work w thout
coffee. "

"In the agency, only the conmputer jocks and anal ysts
drink a | ot of coffee. Guys that work in the field have to
stay uninpaired."”

"So which are you?"

"I"'mcertainly not a conputer jock."

Heat her was al nost | ooking forward to having a cup of
coffee with Jack and felt terrible about it. |If it hadn't

been for him her parents would never have had to run. "I'l]I
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get nmy purse. Put away ny gun and | ock the drawer. All |
need is for another client to break in her and get sone crazy
i dea. "

"1'd think one of those a day woul d be enough."

"No ki ddi ng."

Jack led her all of fifty feet to the 7-11 and ordered a
couple of large coffees. He nade his decaf, she noted. He
m ght claimthat he was doing investigative work, but he
certainly seened |li ke an agent type to her

She spent so long trying to deci de between a chocol ate
eclair and a Napol eon that he bought both of them as well as
an enornous apple fritter for hinself.

"1 only want one," she told him

"So throw one away," he answered. "Standing in |line
makes nme nervous."

"Have you ever thought that you re stressed out working
at a job that you can't really respect."” She felt a sudden
sense of kinship with this man, alnost as if she would be able
to explain things to himand put the two of themin a new age-
y sort of mnd neld.

"1 think maybe | spent too many years worrying about a
tap on the shoulder and the firing squad,"” he replied.

Strangely, his abrupt answer didn't elinm nate the

feelings she had. Instead, it opened another w ndow into the
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soul of this complex man. The CI A night be an evil
institution. That was certainly what her parents had taught
her and there was plenty of evidence to back up their clains.
That didn't mean that every man associated with it was evil,
nor that their goals were opposed to her own.

They carried their donuts and coffee outside and sat on a
smal | table just outside the store.

Jack's eyes | ooked far away as he bit into his fritter.

"Penny for your thoughts,” she offered.

"There's a chess board built into the tabletop,” he
observed.

"1 don't think I'"mgetting nmy penny’s worth," Heather
sai d.

He smled at her. His smle reveal ed Jack's yout hf ul
side, a side that too many years of field work had generally
replaced with a haunted | ook of concern and caution. "That

was t he



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 60

preanble. 1°d generally charge a nickel for this but |I’'m
afraid it will show up on ny bill so I’'ll give it to you free.
| was thinking that so far, our relationship has been |like a
chess gane. | led with a bluff, you countered, and |I reveal ed
the real attack. Except one thing."

"Wat's that?"

"In a chess gane, all of the pieces are on the table. |
feel like I'"m playing a gane where | can only see the pieces
|"ve run up against. | think the major pieces are starting to
nove into attack position.”

"And you think Pete and Karen m ght be mmj or pieces.”

"Ri ght now | don't know whether they're mmjor pieces or
sacrifices.”

"I think they're a red herring,” Heather explai ned.

“You' re so busy chasing after themthat the real eneny is
getting away. That's assumng there is a real enenmy and this
isn't just another case of your agency getting paranoid over
not hi ng. "

He shook his head. "In the bad old days, there were only
two kinds of agents. Agents who trusted their instincts and
agents who died young. | didn't die young."

To Heather, he | ooked pretty young. O der than her own
twenty-nine, of course, but certainly far short of forty.

Maybe thirty-five. |If the CIA thought of nmen Jack's age as
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old timers, no wonder it got in so nmuch trouble for ganmes that
bel onged in the frat house rather than in international
di pl omacy.

"What's that got to do with Pete and Karen? And ne?"

Jack took a sip of his decaf. "I feel like you're the
begi nning of a thread. |If | keep tugging on that thread, it's
going to |l ead ne sonewhere. Sonewhere inportant.

Heat her finished the Napol eon and | ooked | ongingly at the
eclair.

Jack finished his second apple fritter at about the sane
time and caught her gl ance.

"You' d better eat that quick," he told her.

"What's the hurry."

"You really don't want to fight off a grow ng boy, do
you. "

Since Heather had to run every day to stay relatively
fit, she didn't even want to think about how hard Jack had to
work to keep his hard body while scarfing down enough cal ories
and fat granms in donuts to feed a Bosnian village. "You
bought it for me," she told himand took a bite.

The eclair's soft creamnelted enticingly in her nouth.

Jack watched her with a desire that she knew centered on

the pastry. She fought down the irrational notion that his

desire should really focus on her.
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"What' s your wife think about you being a Cl A agent?" she
asked.

“"Marriage isn't practical in nmy line," he told her.

She nodded. W <th her responsibility to her parents, she
had never even considered marriage as a serious possibility
either. "You should know to be careful when you glare |like
that, then,"” she told him

"What do you nean?"

"Agirl mght get the idea that the desire is for her
rat her than for her donut."

"I don't think--"

Jack | aunched hinself across the table, scattering their
hal f enpty coffee cups and napkins. He caught her under her
arms and continued his dive, forcing her to the ground
underneath his nearly two hundred pounds of bone and nuscl e.

"Was it sonething | said?" Heather gasped. She had no
i dea he would react so strongly to her teasing.

The bang that could have been a backfire but al nost
certainly wasn't, proved her only answer.

Jack rolled with her into the 7-11.

"What the heck--" the Asian store owner began.

"Police, now. Drive by shooting." Jack shout ed.
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Chapter 4

“"No, | didn't see a face," Jack repeated for the
hundredth tinme since the police had arrived. They weren't
very happy with his answer but it was the only one they were
going to get.

He had acted instinctively when the gunman had pul | ed by.
Instinctively, but wong. The failure tore at his guts like a
weasel .

His junp to protect Heather had been spectacul ar,
romantic, and totally unnecessary. The gunman hadn't been
pointing at her. He had been firing directly at Jack. What
had he been thinking? An agent whose instincts fail is a dead
agent. It had to be a casual drive by shooting. O herw se
he'd be dead now.

"If you think of anything else, you will |et us know?"

the officer wound down.
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“"No problem ™ he lied. The Agency would button down
security on a shooting involving a field agent so fast that
this officer m ght never know what happened to him A good

cop wants
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all of the information, but this one would have a | onger

career if he'd butt out.

"There's somet hing funny going on here," the cop
persi sted. "Maybe these are guys you're doing drugs with or
sonething. | don't know. | do know that you'll be awful

sorry if they catch up to you."

"Yeah? Maybe you should be my bodyguard.”

"Get the hell out of here,” the cop responded.

Jack haled a cab and headed back toward Capitol Hill.

When the doubl e agent had fingered a Washi ngton D. C
det ective agency as a key part of the espionage operation,
he'd seen this as a chance to show the Agency that he still
had the stuff. Not that the agency really cared about field
agents any nore. Now they were |ooking for operatives who'd
sit in their desks |ooking at satellite pictures that m ght,
possi bly, show that the Russians were building treaty
violating mssile |aunchers. Pictures that seened to end up
show ng new shopping centers or a changes in the grazing
patterns of the | ocal sheep

Now he wasn't so certain. He'd risked Heather's life and
his owmn. His reactions mght still be quick, but quick
doesn't help a lot if they are wong.

One thing for sure, he thought as he paid the cabby,

ignoring the man's whining demand for a bigger tip, he'd have
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to get to the bottom of whatever attraction Heather held over
him Once he understood it, he would be free of it forever
That m ght not be an especially romantic attitude, but it had
al ways worked that way for him And after all, an agent needs
a serious love interest the way a fish needs a fishhook.

He nounted the stairs to Heather's office, reflexively
avoi ding the creaky step, and opened it w thout knocking.

He caught the faintest shadow of novenent in his
peri pheral vision and sonersaulted into it. It mght just be
Heat her, but after what had just happened, he didn't intend to
t ake chances.

A hard boot slammed into his ribs as he rolled, then he
smashed into the man's knees taking hi mdown.

The man cursed in Arabic, then reached for his throat.

He feinted with a knee to the man's groin, then gouged at
an eyeball. The Agency doesn't teach fighting fair. It
teaches fighting to w n.

"Enough," a second voice said. The snick of a shel
being fed into an automatic stopped his attack. Instead he
rolled, covering hinmself with the man.

"l suggest you let, ah, M. Smith go." The man's accent
coul d have come from anywhere al though his coloring and the
friends colorful curse pointed toward the Arab worl d.

"Ri ght now he's about the only | everage | have," Jack
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answered. Why don't you slide that gun across the floor and
then I'Il let himgo?"

"Why don't you--" the man | abel ed as Smth began.
"Patience, ny friend. He isn't inportant,” the gunman
said. "It isn't much of a gun at any rate. | found it in M.
Webb' s desk."
To Jack's surprise, he dropped the gun, then kicked it to
a corner of the room about equidistant fromthe three nen.
"Get up," Jack told Smth. He twi sted the man's arm
behind himand forced hi mupward careful to keep his body
bet ween Jack and the other man. It didn't take a genius to
know whi ch of the two was dangerous, nor that the man's casual
tossi ng away of the weapon could nmean only that he had other
guns within easy reach.

"We're going to go out the door," Jack told the gunman,

ignoring Smth. When we get to the door, you go out first.

Take five steps. Then I'lIl push Smith out after you."

"That woul d be agreeable.” The gunman nodded. "If you
try to close the door and keep M. Smith, I'll kill both of
you. "

"But--" Smth started.

"No one's talking to you," Jack twi sted his arm harder
until he could feel it straining against its socket.

The gunman packed away from Jack, then stopped at the
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desk to pick up the two security reports that he'd | ooked
t hrough earlier

"Leave those," Jack ordered.

"You' re overplaying your bargaining position,” the gunman
answered. "Shall we continue.”

Heat her' s busi ness operations were her own business, Jack
decided. So long as they didn't contain national security
breaches. He hadn't seen anything particularly dangerous in
t hese reports, although they certainly did point the way into
the conputer systens of a couple of what sounded |ike m d-
si zed conpanies. Nothing worth getting shot over.

Jack urged Smith on, shoving himto the office door, then
down the stairway.

"Woul d you like a bit of advice?" the cold voiced gunman
asked when they reached the | anding.

"WIIl it help nme stay alive?"

"It may not be too late for that."

"All right."

"Ms. Webb appears to be sonething of a Typhoid Mary ri ght
now. Perhaps you should cool your hornmones for a while."

"Perhaps | should," Jack agreed.

The gunman stepped out the door to Heather's building and
reached into his trench coat, his forearm nuscles tightening

as he grasped what Jack assumed was anot her pi stol
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"Now it's up to you to fulfill your part of our bargain,"
he tol d Jack.

"Right." Jack glanced down to make sure that the door
was | ocked. It was. Wth as fluid a notion as he could, he
pushed Smth out the door, giving his armthat final tw st as
he did so, then slamed the door and continued his nmotion by
rolling into the unbrella closet next to the door.

A scream of pain fromSmth was cut short by the hard
crack of a large caliber pistol. Four bullet holes poked
their way through the door, exactly where he had been.

"You could have killed nme," he heard Smith conplain to
t he gunman.

"Let's get out of here before the police come," the
gunman replied.

"Aren't we going to check and see if you got him M.
Jones?"

"Who cares. He isn't inportant anyway."

Jack took the stairs three at a time, then called
headquarters.

The Agency hated interfering with the police. It meant
asking favors of the FBI which, fromthe Agency's perspective,
was roughly equivalent to taking your sister out on a hot

dat e. Still, if Heather were to walk into Smith and Jones,
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she would be in a heap of trouble. So far, Heather | ooked

li ke the best |ead avail able into whatever was goi ng on.
The attenpted hol dup the previous evening had been

unfortunate. The drive by shooting had been a strange

coi ncidence. Three attacks in |less than twenty-four hours

could hardly be anything other than a concerted plot.

"Listen. 1've got to get back to work," Heather
expl ai ned for the twentieth tine.

The policemen who had been assigned to work with her were
extrenely polite, seemed genuinely interested in what she had
to say, and would do absolutely nothing to |l et her go. "Just
alittle longer."

"You know ny number. Any time you have sonme nug shots or
sonething, 1'Il cone down. But since we're not doing
anyt hing, why won't you let nme go."

"You had a concussion. |It's inportant that you give it a
rest," the officer told her.

"Right. Your police station is so restful. | know that
my own bed would hardly conpare, but it seens to nme that maybe
it would be a little easier on you. You know, you woul dn't
all have to stand around staring at nme."

Heat her realized her heart was only half way into this.

Wth her parents gone, she hardly had anything to run back to.
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She' d asked about Jack, but the police didn't seemto know
anyt hing. Maybe Jack'd | earned enough that he could go back
to Fort Meier, or wherever the CIA's real offices were, and
track down her parents.

"You can let her go now. " Jack's voice sounded
conforting until she listened to the words.

"What are you doing here?"

"Bailing you out, sweetheart."”

Her heart fluttered at the endearnent, even though he was
probably just playing up his private investigator joke again.
"Bailing me out? |'mnot under arrest.”

"We've got to talk. And I didn't finish ny coffee this
norni ng. Shall we go?"

"Yuck." Coffee was about the furthest thing from her
mnd right then. The police had plied her with nore cups of
the world's worst coffee than she normally drank in a nonth.

He gave her a | ook sugar-coated with nock concern. "I'll
drink the coffee. You can eat m nt-chocol ate-chip ice cream"”

"What makes you think | |ike ice creanf”

"Who doesn't. Let's go."

Still, how could he have known her favorite flavor.
Things were a little too X-file for Heather’'s taste.

Jack led her to an official |ooking dark bl ue Bui ck.

Before he let her in, he pulled a small flashlight from
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hi s pocket and checked the back seat and trunk. Finally he
hel d open her door.

"Trying to stay in practice for the spook O ynpics?" she
asked.

"That's it."

He passed her a pair of sunglasses, pulled a battered hat
fromunder his seat, and slouched into the drivers side.
Instantly he | ooked |ike an old and beaten man.

"Does it say in the rules that | have to play spy ganes
t oo?" she asked him

"Hunmor ne on this, Heather. 1'Il explain after we get
out of here.”

He drove expertly, eyes seenmingly in constant notion as
he took in inpressions fromthe mrrors, nonitored the drivers
on either side, and pressed ahead, always nmanagi ng to make the
lights.

On the flip side, he wasn't driving toward her place.

"I"'mnot interested in going to any spy hideout," she
announced when it had become clear that he wouldn't start the
conversation.

"Fine," Jack repli ed.

"Are you going to tell me what's going on or am | just
supposed to figure it out."

"You're the private investigator. Let nme give you sone
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clues and see what you cone up with."

She strained for any hint of sarcasmin his voice but
didn't hear it. "All right, shoot."

"A poor choice of words," Jack observed. "When | went by
your office, a couple of nen were waiting. They junped ne."

"That shouldn't be too hard. Whoever knew you were going

there is your suspect. Can you take ne hone now?"
"Nobody knew | was going there. | didn't know nyself
until | realized that | could use those reports.”

"That's one clue. What are the rest?"

"You know the rest. You got held up last night. This
norni ng we got shot at. This afternoon--"

"You got shot at," she interrupted.

"1 beg your pardon."

"You don't seriously believe that they were shooting at
me, do you? They cane from behind me. That's why you saw
them |If they'd been shooting at nme they would have hit ne."

"I'"ve only been back in the states for a few weeks now.
Nobody but ny partner and one or two others in the agency even
knows that |I'mhone. |If they were shooting at nme, its
connected with you."

"I"'mstarting to see why the CIA has the reputation it
has, Jack. That nmkes about as much sense as playing water

polo with piranha. | don't think you could nmake it as a PI."
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He shook his head and pulled onto Menorial Bridge |eading
out of Washington into Virginia. "You have sone pretty
strange concepts about the Agency."

"I know. | can read."

He sighed but didn't | ook |ike he wanted to continue with
t hat conversation.

Perversely, she wi shed that he woul d. Despite what she
had said, he seemed like an intelligent man. Surely he could
see that this paranoid spy vs. spy attitude created the very
problens it was designed to fix. She knew better. This
bi zarre fascination he held for her had to be a forbidden
fruit syndrome rather than any reality. If he did beconme a
part of her life, her parents would be forced forever out of
it.

"Never mnd about the CIA. You took statistics.

Cal cul ate the odds that all three of these attacks are
coi ncidental ."

"That's not--hey, how did you know I took statistics."

"l ran a check on you last night."

"You did what ?"

"l suppose |'m supposed to fall for that shocked hurt?
Come on, you do it all the time. | |ooked at your school
records. Interesting how often you noved around grow ng up."

"My dad was a contract programmer.”
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"Where are your parents now? | couldn't find them
anywhere on the search.”

She forced herself to breath normally. "I sort of | ost
touch with them They drop ne a |line now and again, but
they're still traveling.” Not a lie, exactly. Just that it
had only been the truth since that norning.

His |ips turned down at the corners. She could tell that
her answer didn't satisfy Jack. He'd have to live with it.

"l can't imagine losing touch with a parent.™

"l suppose you call your father every night, wthout
fail?"

"My father died in Canbodia, during the Viet Nam war."

“"I"'msorry. That was insensitive of ne."

"l was pretty young. | don't renmenber nuch about him"

Hi s hands cl enched the wheel for a noment. Then, with an
obvious effort of will, he relaxed his grip and exhal ed
deeply. "I didn't call ny nother every night, but |
definitely stayed in touch.”

"Sounds |i ke past tense."

"She passed away ten years ago."

Everything Jack told he made it nore apparent that the
two of them could never find conmmon ground. He could hardly
understand the tight bonds that she had devel oped when she and

her parents could only trust one another. He certainly would
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never understand the passion that had | ed her parents to
rebel lion against their own country, the country for which his
father had died.

She reached out and touched his armlightly. "Sounds
li ke you've had it tough."

He gl ared at her for a nonment, anticipating sarcasmthat
she certainly hadn't intended.

"Enough of the maudlin stuff. Let's canp out here."

He accel erated, then, at the |ast possible instant,
swerved into the of franp.

"ls sonmeone follow ng us?"

"Keep your eyes peeled but | don't think so.™

A couple of mles of twisting and turning through
Arlington street traffic convinced them both that they had
| ost any but the npost dedicated team of trackers. Finally he
eased between two panel trucks in the parking | ot of a cheap
notel. The notel's marquee advertised hourly, daily, and
mont hly rates.

The two story brick structure had obviously stood for a
nunmber of years so it wasn't likely to collapse that night.
Still, Heather didn’t get any great sense of reassurance.

Anci ent wi ndow A/ C units hung fromthe w ndows dri pping
condensation to the ground in oily | ooking puddles. Scattered

shingles around the units indicated that the roofs coul d use
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sone work. The parking | ot was about half filled with an
interesting m x of rusted pickup trucks and recent nodel m d-
priced sedans.

As she watched, a m ddle aged man wearing a suit held
open the door to one of the units for a woman wearing the
shortest skirt Heather had seen outside of nmovies fromthe
si xties.

"I's this where you live?" she asked.

He gave her another look. "I'mreally having a hard tine
figuring you out,"” he finally comented. "I can't believe
that you are deliberately provoking ne, but sonetimes it's the
only explanation |I can cone up with."

"You drag me away fromthe police station, ignore ny
guestions about where we're headed, and pull up in a cheap
nmotel | didn't even know was here even though I've lived in
the area for the past couple of years. | think it was a
reasonabl e question."

"No, | don't live here. | thought it |ooked like a
reasonabl e place to go to ground for a day, until we've had a
chance to decide what to do next. | don't figure they'll have
a problemw th cash here, and they certainly won't worry about
our |l ack of luggage.™

"You sure you aren't bringing ne here for a cheap

rendezvous?"
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Foot in mouth di sease, she told herself. Wy don't you

just beg the man to satisfy your cravings?

The thought had crossed his mnd. Hell, the thought
hadn't left his mnd since he'd first seen her. Not that he
want ed anything cheap. A romantic evening with chanpagne at a
dar kened restaurant. Maybe an old guy playing violin in the
background. And himslowly reaching over and running his
fingers through her | ong dark hair.

He gave her a hand out of the car.

Al most certainly it was only his imagination, but her
hand seemed to cling to his for just a nonment |onger than
absolutely necessary. O course it could have been him
hol di ng on.

"l don't have any cash on ne," she told him

"Il pay for the room'

"Room?" Her eyebrows arched, her brown eyes probing his

wi th question.

"The roons have two beds. Don't worry, | won't attack
you. "

"This place | ooks cheap enough that we can each afford a
room of our own. |'mgood for ny share.”

So much for his reading prom se into her earlier touch.

"Remenber, we're trying to | ook inconspicuous. A couple
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asking for separate roons would stand out."

"So we walk in separately.”

"Too late. Places |like this keep an eye on what's goi ng
on. |If this really bothers you, we can go sonepl ace el se
t hough.”™ He let his voice trail off at that suggestion. He
needed to start working on Heather now if he was going to
unravel what was going on. The |onger they spent driving
around, the better the chances that sonmething would happen.
And he couldn't think of a single surprise that could be
anyt hi ng but bad.

"Oh, never mnd. If you don't mind ny snoring, | guess
"' m ganme. Just so | don't have to dress |like the woman who
went into room 200."

"Actually a | ot of secretaries conme here with their
bosses as well."

"Oh, thanks. So I'mgoing to be a slutty secretary now. "

"1 thought 1'd be the secretary and you the boss.
Twenty-first century, you know. "

Hearing her | aughter was worth whatever snores he'd have
to listen to tonight. Frankly, sleeping only a few feet away
from Heat her wasn't going to be easy. Fortunately, his
training had included learning to sleep in arctic conditions
hal fway up a nmountain. Knowi ng that a beautiful woman | ay

just outside his grasp couldn't be too nuch harder. Could it?
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"Let's go," she told him

The manager swung his ponderous bulk into action, turning
away froma Cricket match being played on the TV. The man
spoke enough English to demand his rent be paid in advance.
Then he held out for a deposit on their towels. Finally he
thrust the oversized netal key into Jack's hand and w nked at
hi m

She took the key from himand opened the notel door, then
hesitated, letting out a waft of disinfectant.

"Ugh," she told Jack

Somehow t he two of them managed to step toward the door
at the same time and Heat her found herself chest to chest with
Jack.

He snell ed of |eather and soap, overwhel m ng the odor of
di si nfectant that had been so strong only nonments before. She
felt her breasts yield against the hard nuscles of his chest.
Lower, her abdonmen nestl ed against his hips instantly
answering her unspoken question of whether his body was
responding to hers in the sane way she was to him His rock-
hard excitenment spoke every bit as |loud as the gasp that
escaped his lips--or was it her own.

She seened powerless to step away, powerless to wrap her
arnms around himand conplete what felt so natural.

Jack suffered fromno such paralysis. He bent toward her
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upturned lips and kissed her as if she were an oasis he'd
found after wandering for years in the desert. How her |ips
managed to be so cleverly upturned, she had no idea.

Her |ips nolded thenselves to his and she returned the
ki ss, desperately ignoring the rational part of her mnd that
screanmed that she was only letting herself in for pain. Wen
he di scovered that Pete and Karen, his primry suspects, were
actually her parents, he could only conclude that she had
ki ssed himto distract himfromthe chase. She had to stop
now, tell himwhat she knew.

| nst ead, she parted her 1ips.

Jack took her action for assent and deepened the kiss,
hi s tongue reaching out, entering her nouth and demandi ng her
own tongue in return.

The instant she gave himwhat he sought, he swept her off
her feet and stepped into the notel room kicking the door
shut behind him as he entered.

For the first tinme in her life, she felt protected. Her
parents | oved her, of course, but their own probl ens neant
t hat they needed her as much as she needed them Jack was
different. But he was different in a very dangerous way.

She nestl ed her hands against his chest. Finally,
reluctantly, she pushed hi maway, breaking off their kiss.

"Well that was a surprise,” Jack told her, his voice
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hoar se.
"I think you' d better put nme down before we both do

things we aren't ready for," Heather told him

She willed himto ignore her words, to kiss him again.
| f he did, she didn't stand a chance. No man could be so
exciting, she felt certain. It had to be a conbination of the
danger, fatigue, and maybe just a little bit of hornonal
acting up. Still, what if it were nore than that?

Jack set her on one of the two doubl e beds.

The mattress fol ded around her |ike a hamock, strangely
confortable despite the sag. The starched white sheets
rem nded her of her babyhood dreanms of a home before her

parents went on t he run.

"1 think maybe we'd better talk," she told him

He crossed his Il egs and | eaned forward. "I got carried
away for a nmonent but |I'm under control now "
"That's not what | neant. | was as nuch responsible for

what happened as you were. Let's just wite it up to hornones
and man's natural urge to procreate when faced with threat."
"So what did you want to tal k about?”
"1 wondered if you could tell nme any nore about the
peopl e you cl ai m grabbed you when you stopped by nmy office?"
"Besides the fact that they | ooked |ike they were from

somewhere in the m ddl e east and that one of them was probably
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educated in Britain, not a whole lot. 1'd recognize themif |
saw t hem again."

"Since I'"'malways in ny office, they wouldn't have to
wait there. They could just call for an appointnment."”

"Maybe they didn't know that."

"Maybe. 1've learned not to start out assum ng ny
opponents are conpl ete norons, though."

"That rem nds nme. They took the conputer security
reports from your desks."

Heat her felt her forehead winkle in concentration.

"Why woul d anyone want an unnaned conpany's security
i nformation."

Bret gave her a half-grin. "You're supposed to be a
pretty hot private detective. How |long do you think it would
take you to figure out what conpany they were."

"So all of this is really about robbing a few medi um
si zed conpanies? | guess that shoots your big foreign
conspiracy theory to pieces. Maybe you should call the police
and let themdo their jobs."

"l know it sounds that way but | believe ny informant."

"You didn't nmention an informant before.”

"And you haven't told me who the conpanies are. | think
maybe we' d both better think about |aying our cards on the

table."
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Conmpr ehensi on dawned on her. She had assuned that he'd
been telling her the truth about the men who had attacked him
But what if he wasn't. He was in the CIA after all. Lying
was his business. Could everything, the story, the attack,
even his kiss, be part of a plan to get her to open up?

“I'"l'l have to think about it."

Jack frowned, then slid forward on his bed. Slowly he
reached out and grasped her chin, turning her head until she
| ooked directly into his face. "W don’t have tinme to play
ganmes, Heather. Whoever is behind this is deadly serious.
You told me that you don't know what happened to Pete and
Karen? Let nme tell you sonmething. |'m suspicious of the way
that they disappeared. | think maybe you were neant to

di sappear as wel|.
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Chapter 5

The bed sagged under Jack, soft like a jellyfish and just
as unconfortable. The weight of the coverings cranped his
t oes al though he'd al ready untucked the top sheet fromthe
t oo-short bed.

The all night glow from a nearby shopping area shed
enough light into the roomso he could see the gentle rise and
fall of the blankets covering Heather's breasts. The sight
didn't nake going to sleep any easier.

He shoul d never have kissed her.

But even though he had, why did it seemto make such a
difference? He couldn't count how nmany wonen he had ki ssed,
and nmore than kissed, both in the line of duty and outside of
it. Kisses and the rest were sinple exchanges of body fl uids.
They neant nothing to him So why couldn't he sleep.?

He resisted the urge to wake Heat her and share the m sery

he found hinmself in. By the time he'd finished with her the
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next day, she would be ready to sleep for a week.

Finally, he gave up. Walking softly so as not to disturb
her, he pulled on his jeans and T-shirt, wote her a note so
she wouldn't worry if she woke, and headed for the notel's 24
hour coffee shop.

The waitress broke off her conversation with a couple of
men who | ooked |i ke sal esnmen and hurried over to take his
order, her accent spoke of the nearby Appellations.

He ordered a cup of decaf and grabbed a newspaper using
it as a shield against whatever elenments of the world m ght be
up at this ridicul ous hour.

"From around here?" The waitress rested her hip against
his table oblivious to the signals that the newspaper was
i ntended to convey.

"D.C." he answered shortly. As good an answer as any.
Hi s grandfather had worked for a big conputer conpany and had
pretty much noved between upstate New York, M nnesota, and
North Carolina the entire time Jack had been grow ng up.

"1 grew up a couple of hours west of here," she told him
| like it better here though.™

Bet ween when she'd taken his order and now, she'd undone
anot her button on her too tight blouse, exposing nore than a
hi nt of cl eavage.

A coupl e of years ago, he would have risen to the
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chal l enge. Surely his irrational obsession wi th Heather
stemmed fromthe fact that he'd gone without a woman since his
| ast assignnent a couple of nonths before. Tonight, he didn't
feel the urge.

"1've got to nake sone calls,” he told her. "Is there
any way | could use your phone?"

"Gotta |l et your wife know where you are?" Her face fell
i n di sappoi nt ment.

He gl anced back to the sal esnen. No wonder she had taken
to himso quickly. Neither of them could have wei ghed under
two hundred and fifty pounds, none of it nuscle.

"Sonmething like that,"” he told her.

"1 figured. By the time you get ny age, all the good
ones are taken."

“I'f only,"” he hunored her.

"Yeah, right. Anyway, the phone don't dial |ong distance
unl ess you use a credit card or sonething. Still want it."

He nodded. He hadn't checked in with the agency since
he'd picked up Heather. By now, they should have a | ead on
Pete and Karen. Wth luck, they m ght also have identified
the two conpani es that Heather had run security reports on.

"If she don't answer, I'mstill here,” the waitress told
hi m

“I'"'mpretty sure she'll answer," he answered.
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He di al ed the agency through a blind drop in New York,
using a credit card owned by a legitimte business that
t hought it was providing a service to an entrepreneuri al
startup.

"Where the hell have you been," Chuck demanded as soon as
he di al ed through the conplicated code sequence needed to get
a direct line into the agency.

"I told you, |'ve gone underground with Ms. Webb. Three
attenmpts in twenty-four hours indicate that she's both
endangered and inportant.”

"Sonmebody's inportant all right. The crap really hit the
fan. Soneone | eaked that we're running a stateside
i nvestigation and the fibbies are all over us |ike bubblegum™

"There's no way they could be onto this project.”

"Tell that to the Director. You' ve got to cone in."

"What about Webb."

"Hey, leave her to the fibbies. It isn't like they are

doi ng anythi ng inportant anyway."

"I don't want to |l ose this one. | think she can tell us
sonet hi ng. "
"Look, she's bl own. | mean it, man. The Director was in

my cubical shouting at ne so loud I m ght as well be standing
in the shower fromall the spit. He's hot, and it's about our

project."”
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"That doesn't nmke sense."”

Chuck was silent for a second. "You have been out in the
field too long. This is the governnment, big guy. Renenber?
Thi ngs don't have to make sense.”

"Tell them|l'mtaking a week of vacation tinme."

"Tell them yourself. You can bet they're listening in."

"That will be all, M. Anthony." The voice cut in,
clicking Chuck out of the conversation.

"Who is this?" Jack asked. The Agency didn't bust in
between two partners unless it suspected that one of them
nm ght have been touched.

"It's Gonorra," the voice answered. The code nane for
the | eader of the project |ooking into international
penetration of the U S. financial conmputer system

"So what's goi ng on?"

"What's going on is that the Director is backing off."

"How come?"

"You heard Chuck. Half the country is paranoid about the
Agency. Do you know how many votes it could cost if it comes
out that the admnistration is allowing the CIAto run a job
in the US?

"Not as many votes as if the econony coll apsed because
t he conputers got penetrated.”

"I"mnot saying it's good policy. | don't make policy.
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| think it's insane to drop the job now Especially since it
turns out that the two conpanies the reports were on turn out
to be owned by m ddl e eastern conpanies.™

"So you think they were a test, a nockup."

"That's the way 1'd do it."

"What's the FBI planning on doing?"

"You know t he Bureau, Dianond. They think it's the Mafia
or the communists or the mlitia, or one of their pet denons.

"That doesn't help."

"Hey. It's not your job any nore. |[|'mordering you to
cone in. By the way, | heard your request for a week of
vacation. |I'mgoing to give it to you. | want to see you in
one week.

Jack shook his head. Gonmorra was being awful clear and
he didn't like it at all.

"So what were the two conpanies?" |If Gonorra answered
this, he'd know for sure which way the wi nd was bl owi ng and
who was hung out to dry.

"1 thought you'd be interested in that. For the sane of
conpl eteness only, of course. |It's Riverton Steel and U. S.
Sem conductor. "

"Check, Gompbrra. Repeating back Riv--"

"No need, Dianond." Gonorra didn't try to hide the

anxi ety fromhis voice. He knew what he was asking.
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"Got it. See you in a week."

"Don't call in, Dianmond. You need your vacation tine."

The agency didn't throw away agents if it didn't have to.
Gonorra had done everything but instruct himto stay on the
job and he didn't see any way to avoid it. Unfortunately, he
didn't see any way to cone out of this a w nner, or even
without a stiff jail sentence. Still, better that than
letting sone Mddle Eastern terrorist destroy the U S.
econony.

He hung up the tel ephone and took a sip of his already
cool coffee.

"Must have been bad news," the waitress told him

She must have been watching hi mout of the corner of her
eye because she was back at his table only seconds after he
had conpl eted the call

"You know how famlies are,” he told her. "Always asking
you to make the hard choice."

"1 could help you nake the, ah, choice, a lot harder if

you know what | mean. |'moff duty in an hour,"” she told him

Heat her | ooked through the coffee shop wi ndow in conplete
di sgust. It had been what, six hours, since he'd been kissing
her 1i ke she was the npbst exciting woman in the world. Now he

was busy picking up on sonme waitress who | ooked |ike a cover
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nodel for Cosnp magazi ne, her D-cups nearly falling out of her
top and into Jack's face.

Heat her wasn't mad, of course. Disappointed, maybe. But
not mad. Still, it pointed up the single fact in this whole
sick experience. She sinply couldn't trust Jack

She'd noticed a Metro entrance as they'd approached the
notel and set out for it now In half an hour, she could be
back at her office. Better yet, her trip would be conceal ed
in the subway's early rush hour

She hid behind a paperback on the way in and held her
breath to avoid the stale odor of cigarettes that clung to
several of her fell ow passengers.

She got off at the Union Station exit and found a 24 hour
drug store. There she purchased a can of hair dye spray, a
cheap silk scarf, a small pillow, a nop and a pail

Ten mnutes in the rest roomtransforned her into a
cl eaning person. Wth bright red hair tied down in the scarf,
nore makeup than she normally wore, and the pillow tucked into
her bl ouse, she | ooked at |east twenty years ol der than her
normal twenty-nine.

Al t hough she woul d normally have wal ked up the hill, she
didn't think her new persona would, so she caught a bus,
riding it to the stop nearest her townhouse.

The sun | eaped over the horizon in a huge bloody ball and
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she tried to renenber whether a red sunrise or sunset was
supposed to be bad news. It didn't matter, she finally
deci ded. Weat her was the | east of her problens.

She had deci ded Jack was a liar, but that didn't keep her
from checki ng every shadow

Before she'd opened her own agency, she'd spent three
years with a | arger conpany. Her first manager had stressed
getting a feel for the area. Right now, Capitol H Il felt
queasy.

Her imagi nation told her that every face had the
conpl exi on of a m ddl e easterner, every |aptop bag or purse
hel d a gun.

Sonmehow, she reached her office w thout incident.

At | east Jack hadn’t been |ying about everything.
Somebody had been in her office. At |east she thought that
was what the string of bullet holes neant.

She swal | owed hard. Sonebody was pl ayi ng hardball, or
trying to scare her. Heather wondered if Jack could have set
this up.

She knocked | oudly on the door and shouted, "Cl eaning.
Anybody honme?"

She didn’t expect an answer and wasn’t disappointed when
she didn't get one.

Wth as nmuch jingling as she could manage with the four
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keys on her keychain, she opened the door and stepped in.

Jack hadn't made this entire mess himself. Her small
bookshel f had been full of books on self-help and detecting
skills. Now it lay on its side |like a |lovesick teenager, the
books scattered over the room

Her desk drawer hung open. Her gun was nowhere in sight.
What ever had been on the desk was either scattered on the
fl oor anmongst the books or m ssing.

The conputer security reports were nissing, just as Jack
had prom sed.

She' d bought her conmputer with her first big check froma
j ob she'd taken tracking down a runaway teenager. |t had been
her pride and joy as well as one of the nost inportant tools
in her professional repertoire. Now the nmonitor hung off her
credenza by its electrical cord, a jagged crack ran through
t he gl ass.

Her apartnment had al so been viol ated, but |ess
obtrusively. Soneone had scattered her underwear and bras on
the floor and gone through her beloved nystery collection.

But her | aptop conputer |ooked untouched in its fake cereal
box in the pantry. Either the searchers were conplete
amateurs or they weren't trying very hard. |f she could
bel i eve Jack, these guys were professionals. Despite her

inclination, it was starting to |ook |ike she should give him



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 95

t he benefit of the doubt. Unless, of course, he' d done this
whol e thing hinself.

She' d been gone for over two hours now and Jack had to be
finished with his |ove interest by now She owed hima call
Not an apol ogy, of course. Still, it was possible that he
m ght be worried about her.

To her surprise, information knew the nunber of the notel
and the manager picked it up in only two rings. The sane
could not be said for Jack. She let the phone ring in his
roomuntil the notel manager canme back and asked if she wanted
to | eave a nmessage.

She set down the phone firmy.

She needed to find somewhere safe to hole up. Sonepl ace
where she could | og onto the net and see if her parents had
any advice. Someplace neither Jack nor any hypotheti cal
terrorists would find. One thing she felt confident about.

Her office was nothing but a trap.

The conplete silence fromw thin her house didn't
reassure her the way it should. Then she realized why. The
fl oor hadn’'t squeaked when she’'d clinbed the stairs. Sonmeone
had fixed it. Anyone could have entered the house after her.

She knew she was bei ng paranoid, but her parents had
taught her that |esson early. Even paranoids have enenm es and

it was beginning to |look |ike she had sone big ones.
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She | ocked the door to her apartment and stepped into her
cl oset.

Thankful 'y, her parents hadn't changed the conbi nation
when they left. She opened the trap door to their apartnment
and crawl ed through into conpl ete darkness.

Then a light hit her in the face, tenporarily blinding
her. "Welcone, Ms. Webb," a cool voice greeted her.

"What's going on here?" she demanded.

"You are a devoted daughter, are you not, Ms. Webb?" She
still couldn't see who owned the voice, but it sounded too
calm too cool, to be any insane terrorist.

"My parents are dead."

"Not yet, they aren't. Still, that can be arranged.”

"What on earth are you tal king about and what are you
doing in this apartnment?”

"A good question, Ms. Webb. A question | could ask you
as well. After all, | had a key and canme through the front
door. By the way, | got the key fromyour parents.”

She woul dn't admit that Peter and Karen were her parents
no matter how certain they were. Still, things didn't | ook
good right now. It was certainly fortunate that her parents
had split when they did.

"l don't really see what this has to do with ne. If you

really want to know, | stepped in to make sure that the plants
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got watered while Karen and Peter are out of town."

"Come now, Ms. Webb. This ganme is getting tiresone. |
need you to give ne a little assistance.”

Finally she renmenbered where she'd heard the voice. His
was the voice on the phone. The call right before Jack had
entered into her [ife. Could he be CIA as well, or was he on
the other side? For that matter, what side should she be on.
"1 still don't do industrial sabotage, M. whatever your nane
is.”

Her statenment was nmet by nocking | aughter. "W have
dozens of programmers far nore talented than you, M. Wbb.
The assistance that | need is very nuch within our power."

Her eyes had finally adjusted to the |ight but were
shining from behind the speaker, hiding his face from her
Vi ew.

Was he armed? |If not, she could probably make it to the
wi ndow before he got out of his chair. Even if he had spent
the past day exploring the place, he probably hadn't
di scovered the way the entire wi ndow structure would fold into
an escape slide like those in comercial jetliners.

"l do need you alive, M. Webb. But not necessarily
heal thy or even in one piece. Please try to cooperate.”

She edged toward the wi ndow. "You keep saying that but

you haven't told me what you want nme to do."
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"It's very sinple," he explained. "I have already told
you that we don't need your rather limted progranm ng
talents. What | need is your parents. So far, they haven't
been very cooperative.”

"My parents are dead."

"That's just slightly premature, Ms. Webb. | do wi sh you
woul d stop insulting ny intelligence."

She filed the man’s sensitivity away as a weakness. Not
that she had any way to exploit it now "I think you're just
tal king."

For the first tinme, he noved, stepping out of his chair
and toward her in a snmooth notion that |ooked alnost |ike a
dance step. "No, Ms. Webb," he hissed. "I'mnot just
tal king."

She backed away fromhim trying to keep nmoving in the

direction of the w ndow, but he grabbed her arm gripping it

with a powerful grasp.

"I think your parents will be nuch nore cooperative when
they see you in ny control," he hissed into her face. "I've
been reluctant to be too persuasive with them Can't kill the
gol den goose, | think you Americans say. There’s nothing

about squeezing the goose a little, though.”

Jack | ooked at Heather's bed for a second tine. It
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didn't do any good. She had arranged her pillows under the
covers into sonething approximating a human shape, and
di sappear ed.

Wth a sigh, he pressed his hand to dent in the mattress
her body had | eft.

Sone i ndefinable scent that conbined spices and human
essence of woman net his nose, distracting himagain. He
cursed as he forced his attention back to the matter literally
at hand.

Hi s searching hand found no tell-tale warnth to indicate
t hat Heat her had been here within the past hour or nore. By
now she coul d be anywhere.

As of right now, he had no assignnent, no job, and no
suspect, or wi tness, or whatever Heather was supposed to be.

He wasted a few m nutes giving the rooma thorough check
for any sign of struggle. Negative.

In a few nore nonents, he had his few possessions back in
the car and headed into the city.

Surely Heat her woul dn’t be dunb enough to return to her
offices after what he'd told her, but he had no place else to
start. O course, he also hadn't thought she'd be dunb enough
to | eave the, admttedly dubious, protection he offered.

Unl ess she feared himnore than she feared whoever was trying

to kill her.
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Rush hour traffic had already built up on the surface
streets. He decided to take advantage of an ol d Washi ngton
tradition and picked up a couple of the dozens of passengers
who wait to fill out a car, enabling it to enter the car pool
| ane. The stop could save himtwenty m nutes.

"Haven't seen you around,” the | awyer |ooking man who
clinbed into the front seat told him

"Just got back in town," he replied. "I'mgoing to
Capitol HIIl."

"Perfect,"” one of the secretarial types told him "W
all work at the Library of Congress.”

Jack let an idea crawl around in the evil recesses of his
mnd for a few nonents as he drove.

Unconsci ously, he kept his eyes open for any possible
tail but the car pool |ane concept nmade any such efforts
i mpossi ble. Until he exited to a surface street in the city
itself, he was stuck with both his short term conpani ons, and
the cars in front and behind him

"Are you going to be working on the HI1?" his front seat
passenger asked.

“"Maybe. |'ve got a friend who owns a detective agency
there. 1 was thinking | mght go into business with her.”

"Ohh. A detective. That's so romantic," chirped the

back seat secretary.



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake

"It can be," he answered. "Of course, it can be
dangerous as well."

"Have you had a lot of cases," the secretary asked.

"Afew," he lied. He' d had far too many over the past
decade. Not enough to be nore than a pawn in the ganes the
agency pl ayed, however.

“1'1l bet you're working on one now," the | awer
observed.

"What makes you think that?"

"Your arnms are tanned, but your face isn't as dark.
Si nce you don't look like a construction worker, |I'm betting
you drive a nmotorcycle. It's a perfect day for a bike, yet
you're driving a car. So, you nust be working."

"Brilliant observation," Jack told him "I amworking o
a case. |If you guys can help ne, I'll take you all to lunch
when it's over and tell you about it."

"Wl it be dangerous?" He had figured the silent woman

in the back to be the cautious one.

"For me. I'Il work it out so you guys are safe."

"Is it legal?" the | awer queri ed.

"I think nmy girlfriend is in trouble and |I've got to
spring her," Jack told him Nothing he did could exactly be
consi dered |l egal right now but he didn't feel like trying to

draw a noral distinction.
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"Oh, that's so romantic," the secretary cooed.

He sketched out his plan as crossed the Potomac bridge,
t hen cut across Washi ngton's busy streets.

Today was not his lucky day. The gaping door to
Heather's office proved that. A mni-van, its w ndows
mrrored over, sat outside. Tiny w sps of cigarette snoke

crawl ed upward fromthe nearly sealed wi ndow and proved it was

occupi ed.
| f Heather's office was still under surveill ance, either
he'd beaten her here, or she was still inside her building.

He didn't think he had beaten her.

"Make sure you count slowy," he told his passengers.
The shy one, he let out at the 7-11. The secretary and the
| awyer, right around the corner from Heather's office.

Gravely he shook hands with each of them then passed the

car keys to the lawer. "Just in case,” he told him
"Right." The |awer stared at the keys, then clinbed
into the driver’'s seat. "I don't know what this is about,

friend. But call the Library and ask for Brad if you make
it."

"I owill."

He counted in his head, forcing hinself to slow down to
the rate they'd practiced.

At a count of thirty, he was directly parallel to
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Heat her' s door.

At that sane nonent, the secretary slipped on a wet patch
in the pavenent, falling on her backsi de.

Her short skirt slid up alnost to her waist, exposing her
st ocki ngs, garter belt, and whatever else she wore. Jack
didn't stick around to check carefully, but it didn't |ook
i ke she had nmuch el se on under the skirt. [If that didn't
di stract whoever was in the van, nothing woul d.

He was inside the row house at the count of thirty-five.

He ski pped over the squeaky step and gl anced into
Heat her's office.

She certainly wasn't there.

She also wasn't in the apartnent upstairs of her office.
It's door hung open. The stake-out crew was unlikely to have
left it open so he figured Heather nmust have been there.

The count was one hundred. He'd have to nove fast.

The sunlight from Heat her's wi ndows al nost drowned out
the faint light com ng fromunder the closet door.

He ran to it, careless of the noise his feet nade.

The |ight came from an opened trap door and he headed
t hrough it.

"Ah, yes. OQur ClA agent again,” cane that cool voice
with the vaguely upper-class British accent. “O should | say

ex-agent."
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"Gve it up," Jack told him You don't have a chance."

"I hardly think things are quite so serious. After all,
the Cl A has dropped the probe, hasn't it. The FBlI is hardly
likely to pick it up for sone time. And |I'mquite sure that I
woul d know if the local police were on their way.

In the distance, Jack heard the phone begin to ring. The
count of two-fifty.

"Who are you?" Jack asked.

“"You can call me M. Jones," he replied. He pulled an
ugly looking pistol fromhis pocket and gestured with it.

"Ms. Webb and | are |leaving now, M. Eastland. |'mafraid you
wll be staying."”

From downstairs, he heard Heather's voice as her
answering machi ne pick up the phone.

"Kill me and the Agency will be all over you like a
I i nebacker,"” he said.

Jones obviously didn't catch his reference and gave hima
puzzl ed | ook.

“"A real big rugby player,"” he added hel pfully.

"This is Briggs Alarm" a voice said into the answering
machine. "We are dispatching the police. I|f you have
accidentally set up the alarm please call us immediately with
your password."

Jones | ooked totally enotionless as he pointed the gun at
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Jack. "That is your good-bye, M. East--"
The sound of sirens interrupted him

"This doesn't change anything," he said.
Jack hid his smle as Jones tried to keep his cal mover

t he sound of the alarm

"Perhaps you're right. It would be nessy to | eave your
body here. 1’1l give you a choice. Cone along with me
quietly. Oherwise, I"'mafraid |I’'ll have to kill both of

face hardened. “I'IIl kill the girl first,

Eastl and. Now out that door."

Jack hadn't counted on |l eaving by a different door than
he'd entered by but arguing didn't feel |ike a good idea. Not
ri ght now.

Jones twi sted Heather's arm behind her back until the
pain tw sted on her face.

"Move. "

He noved.

"Not too far in front, Eastland. Unless you think you
can beat a bullet. And unless you don’'t mnd | eaving Ms. Webb
behi nd. "

Jack slowed down. So far, he was winning. So far, he
was still alive.

More sirens blared out.

"Move, " Jones repeated.
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A man, sweat dripping fromhis face, waited for him
downstairs, a submachine gun cradled in his arms. They were
pulling out all of the stops now.

"Handcuff them and throw themin the back," Jones told
t he man.

Sweat face | ooked at his gun, then back to the van,
clearly undeci ded on what he shoul d do.

"Gve nme the gun, idiot,"” Jones told him

Sweat face tossed his gun to Jones then opened the back
door to the van.

Jones managed to catch the gun without killing hinmself.
Unf ortunat e.

Jack found hinmself still counting. Five hundred. Not
| ong enough.

Sweat face didn't |let the count go nuch higher. He
clicked a pair of handcuffs on Jack and pushed himinto the
van. Seconds |ater, Heather joined him

"That went pretty well,"” he told her.
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Chapter 6

"Here | was thinking maybe the CI A would do sonet hi ng

right," Heather said. "I can see things haven't changed."
Jack al nost | ooked snug. "I'm not dead, am | ?"
She drew a deep breath. "You weren't dead before you

pul l ed that incredible rescue attenpt either. You were trying
to rescue ne, weren’'t you?"

"That was the idea. O course | wasn't the one who went
back home after sonebody warned ne."

“Yeah. Who asked you?”

When she'd heard that floor-board squeak, she'd actually
t hought maybe somet hi ng good woul d happen. Seeing Jack's face
t hrough the trap door had been a breath of sunshine until she
realized that he was al one.

"Can you tell me what you were thinking?" she asked.

He actually |l aughed. "I was thinking that if you had
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just stayed in bed, |I would have brought you breakfast, then

we woul d
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have

t hat

pl otted out our next steps |ike grown-ups.”

At | east Jack couldn't see her blush in the dark. So

made both of them bone headed idiots. Maybe they

deserved each ot her.

Fifi,

you.

wasn'

wor K,

"Once you' d finished your little reconnaissance with
right? Al right, I"'msorry. | should have trusted
Now is the ClIA going to help us?"

"You heard Jones. The CIAis out of it."

"So what are you doi ng?"

"1 thought | would rescue you."

"Any ot her good thoughts?"

"1've got the bolt cutters. Can you reach thenf?"

The sharp pressure of metal handl es convinced her that

t ki ddi ng.

“1f you kind of sit on the top handle, | think it'lI

" he expl ai ned.

She struggled to her feet just as the van |lurched ahead,

knocki ng her down.

"Try again," he told her, readjusting the |ever.

This time she al nost judged the van's notion. She fell

again, but directly on the cutter.

"Bet that | eaves a bruise,

and sni pped off her own handcuffs.
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" he told her. He reached back

"What kind of idiot would put a pair of bolt cutters in a
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van they intended to take prisoners in?" she asked.
“"Actually I thought it was pretty good planning. Mary-

Hel en taking off her panties was an extra bonus.™

"I think you'll have to tell nme about this later,"” she
told him

"In the neantinme, | think mybe we should make our exit."

"We can't."

For the first tinme since he'd made his entrance, he
sounded nonplused. "That was an Uzi," he explained. "It
could cut us into bite sized pieces.”

"They have ny parents.”

"1 thought you said your parents were dead.”

"Well they're not. They're also the best crackers |
know. If | wanted to deliver on your CIA delusion, |I'd get
them on ny team

Jack held the cutters to the latch at the back of the van
and sni pped.

"The van is slowing. On three.”

He took her in his arns and dragged her to the door,
rolling out.

They hit the road, rolling.

Jack managed to fall underneath, although whether that
was t hrough plan or mistimng she wasn't prepared to assune.

Every tinme she'd assuned anything, he'd surprised, shocked, or
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di sappointed her. O course not all of the surprises were
bad.

A fam liar |ooking Buick pulled up and a stranger got
out .

"Look, we're running a little late for work," the
stranger said.

"Next stop,"” Jack told him

The stranger slid over to the passenger side and Jack got
in, pointing Heather to the back seat.

"l think this is the nost romantic thing I've ever heard

of ," gushed an attractive woman of twenty-three going on
el even.

Jack squeal ed out a 180 degree turn and sped back toward
the Capitol.

"We've got to follow them" Heather argued. "They're
probably taking the van to where they have ny parents
stashed. "

"Heather, 1'd |ike you to neet Raynond, Barbara, and
Mary-Hel en. They just saved both of our lives and right now,
we're going to save their jobs."

"Are you guys agents?" she asked. They certainly could
blend into a crowd.

Mary-Hel en giggled again. "lI'mjust a secretary.”

"You aren't just a secretary," Jack corrected her.
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You're a worman who took a risk for a friend."

"Actually, | lost ny pants for a friend, the girl told
him" She turned to Heather. "I think you're sitting on
them "

Heat her reached around and pulled a tiny thong from where
it had gotten wedged under her seat.

"You should have seen their faces when | fell down,"”
Mary-Hel en told her as she struggled back into the tiny scrap
of material.

Heat her glared into the rear view mrror. |If Jack
wat ched the peep show, she would pull a second car junp right
now.

Jack's eyes nmet hers and he shrugged his shoulders. "It
was her idea, but | wasn't about to dissuade her."

"We're here," Barbara told them as Jack pulled up in
front of the library.

Heat her | ooked at Barbara. She knew that voice, but
couldn't place it.

"This has been a real adventure," Barbara continued.

Of course, she’'d been the caller fromthe burglar
conpany.

Jack's three deputies piled out of the car and hurried
for the library entrance.

"We'd better ditch the car and find sonething new, " Jack
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told her.

"Why don't you tell me what's going on first," she
answered. "You just left ny parents in the hands of those
creeps and played taxi driver. |I'mnot sure | trust you."

Of course, watching Ms. D-cup in the restaurant foll owed
by Ms. Secretary with no panties in the car made it nore than
unlikely that she'd ever trust Jack with anything personal
again. \Wat was she thinking when she had ki ssed hinf

"How did you get here?" he asked her.

"Don't ignore ny questions. | took the subway."

"Right. | should have figured that out."

"So if those guys weren't CIA who were they?"

"Who? Oh, you nmean Barbara, Raynond, and Mary-Helen. |
pi cked themup so | could take the HOV. Lots of people do
it."

"You nmean you trusted both of our lives to three conplete
strangers."

"Actually, | figured that your life was shot if | didn't.
M ne was the only one I was risking."

That did put things in perspective. "I guess it would be
appropriate for me to thank you about now. "

Jack | ooked at her. "Is that it?"

"What ?"

"If that's your idea of gratitude, | think I'll stick
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with pissed off."

"Fi ne--"

"Get in the front," he ordered, cutting off her coneback

Maki ng himdrive her around |ike he was a chauffeur
woul dn't be particularly inconspicuous. Besides, Heather
figured she could argue with Jack fromthe front, so she
conplied with his request.

"All right," she reached for the seat belt.

He grabbed her hand away fromthe belt and pulled it, and
her toward him

"1 had in mnd you saying thanks with your arns around ne
and your |lips pressed to mne," he nurnmured into her ear.

He didn't give her a chance to tell himwhat he could do
wi th what he had in mnd. Instead, he took what he wanted,
pul I'ing her body next to his, his |ips seeking and finding
hers.

Heat her's anger, frustration, and distrust didn't go
away, exactly. It was nore, she decided, that she pushed them
to the back of her mnd. She'd worry about that later. Right
now, she was still alive, with the man who attracted her nore
t han any other man she'd ever net, and who had saved her life.
She | et her hornmones and ragged enotion take control of her

i ps, her arns.
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"Kiss and ride is at the bus stop, bud.”™ The cop tapped
hi s night stick against the w ndow, waving Jack to nove al ong.

He pulled the Buick into the road and headed north. He
didn't know what to make of the kiss. He had been half
ki ddi ng when he had demanded a ki ss as payment for his rescue.
But now the joke was on him He'd let this wonman get under
his skin and he had no idea what to do about it.

"Where are we going."

"l told you, |I've got to get rid of this car."

"If they'd seen the car, they would have stopped and
killed us."

"It's an Agency car."

" So?"

"Don't you get it? Jones, or whatever his nane really
is, has to have penetrated the agency. He knew ny name. He
knew t hat the Agency had pulled nme back."

"Coul d he have gotten into the conputers.”

Jack shook his head. "I think our computers are nore
secure than our agents. Ether way, he'll know that this is ny
car. We've got to ditch it before he traces it to us."

He headed toward Maryland's P.G County.

"Look, are you going to help ne do sonething about ny
parents, or am|l going to have to go after those jerks on ny

own?"
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"Are you sure he's got thenP"
Her brow furrowed as she obviously tried to remenber

everything M. Jones had said to her.

"Pretty sure. | can't think why else he'd want to bot her
with me."
"Al'l right.” He had been pretty sure too. "How |long has

it been since you saw them or heard fromthent?"

"Yesterday norning at about five."

"You' ve been doing early nornings lately, haven't you?

At any rate, it doesn't seemlikely that he'll do anything to
hurt them At least right away. After all, he wants to use
them right?"

"Maybe. On the other hand, there are other people who
can do the sane thing. |If they won't cooperate, he'll make an
exanmpl e of them"

Heat her was just too smart to fall for any confort he had
to offer.

"At | east we should have a little time. Time to make up
a plan."

"Li ke your plan to rescue nme?"

"Hey, it worked, didn't it?"

"l don't know. | still don't understand Mary-Hel en and
her panties.”

"That was her idea. W needed to distract the guys in
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the van while Raynond slipped in the bolt cutters.
suggested that she fall and hurt herself. She added the
Sharon Stone act."

That seened to quiet Heather for a few m nutes, so he
drove in silence, careful to observe the seem ngly random
changes in the speed limt that characterize Washi ngton.

"1f Jones has penetrated the CIA, we're going to be
careful calling for help,” she finally said.

“It's worse than that," he told her. "I've been ordered
of f the case.”

"What ?"

"You told ne that the CIAisn't allowed to do donestic
wor k. "

"So what are you doi ng?"

"You think 1'"d let themtake you? | don't think so."
Heat her gave hima brave smle. "You nay not be too
bright, but you do have a certain sonmething going for you,
Jack. "

He filed that m xed conplinment away. "My control told ne
to take a vacation. The Agency is still worried, but it can't
take the political heat of directly violating the |law. "

"As if that's ever bothered them before.”

"It bothers themif they think they'll get caught. At

any rate, if this thing blows up, | wash up and maybe spend
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sone tine in jail. |If I work some mracle during ny
‘vacation,' | get to cone in and I'mthe hero of the day.
Either way, |I'mfinished as a field agent."

"I"msorry."

He nmust have let his depression seep into his words.
"Hey, I'"mgetting too old for this kind of stuff anyway. How
much do you wei gh, anyway. | thought 1'd |lost a couple of

ri bs when you fell on ne."

"l don't--oh, you idiot. Gve ne a break.” She hit him
in the armand smled at him "I don't suppose you want to go
back for nmy laptop. | left it in ny parent's apartnent.”

"\ihy 2"

“I'f they want ny parents to work, they've got to give
them access to conputers and the Internet. Wth that, ny
parents could send nme sone kind of a signal. W mght be able
to track them down."

"It's worth a try." He'd grabbed all of the equipnent he
could think of when he'd picked up the car. Unfortunately, he
hadn't thought of a conputer. The Agency was still stingy
with its aptops. "Let's get ourselves a new car first."

A couple of hours in a run down shopping mall netted them
a |low end | aptop, a sack of food, a couple of pair of jeans
assorted T-shirts, underwear, an ancient Ford pickup, and a

seriously depleted cash stock. He had Heather follow himin
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the pickup until he found an parking | ot outside an abandoned
grocery store that had been turned into a spontaneous car |ot.
Wth a marker, he scribbled a phone nunber on the 'For Sale
sign he'd bought, and stuck it in the inside w ndshield.

"What's next," she asked.

"1 think we should hole up, again," Jack answered. He
stripped the insurance and registration papers fromthe Buick
and gave it a | ast | ookover.

Finally he got in the car. "Make ne a prom se," he
asked. "This tinme, ask ne before you go off half-cocked."

"Any chance we could spend the night at soneplace nore
confortable than last night."

"You're a good one to talk. The way | renenmber it, you

slept like a rock."

Now what was that reaction all about? Heather wondered.
"So long as they have air conditioning and hot water, |'m
happy. "

Her body felt sore all over, alnost as if she'd been

manhandl ed, junped froma noving car, then had a handsonme no

| onger a stranger kiss her so hard her lips still tingled a
couple of hours later. It was just as well that she kept to
hersel f. Nobody woul d ever believe this story.

To her amazenent, Jack managed to find even worse
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accommodati ons than the previous evening. These cabins had
probably been cute when they were built in the nineteen
thirties. They didn’t ook like they' d been refurbished since

bei ng used on the set for It Happened One Night.

The manager coul d have stepped from Psycho, and the

cl eaning crew woul d have been at honme on the Night of the

Li ving Dead. Those were sonme of her favorite nobvies, Heather

not ed, but she'd never thought any of them would have this
much direct inpact on her life.

Jack paid the manager fromhis rapidly dw ndling stack of
bills. The manager tossed over a key, gave them a | eering
wi nk, and pointed themin the direction of their cabin.

“It's off the highway and it's cheap," Jack expl ai ned as
he opened the door.

"At least | know you' re not planning anything romantic,"
Heat her shot back as she surveyed the bare wood fl oor, the
sink with no toilet or shower, and the two single beds. "Do
you want me to get a blanket to nake a wall down the mddle."

“I"'mnot Clark Gable," Jack shot back.

Heat her didn't know quite how to read that. Jack didn't
seemthe type to let a woolen wall, or even a brick and nortar
one, stand between hinself and anything he wanted. WAs he

telling her that he wouldn't wait, or that he wasn't

i nterested.
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For a wild instant, she considered throw ng her arns
around himand finding out for sure. She suppressed the
noti on.

"Well, obviously,"” she told him Let himstew on that.

He sat on his bed and patted the bl anket next to him
"No chairs," he told her.

She sat, careful not to sit too close.

"They may do sone driving around to trick us so we can't
rush this,"” Jack said, all business again.

It was a good thing she hadn't thrown herself at him when
she'd thought he was propositioning her. He would probably
have thought she'd flipped fromthe stress. "I suppose you're
trying to tell ne sonething."

"Yeah. We have these tracking devices you can put on a
car. A couple of satellites triangulate and you' ve got it."

"I know. We private investigators use those all the
time. They' re cheaper than tailing. Are you telling ne that
you pl anted one of those on the van."

"I figured we'd want to know where it ended up. | didn't
know that it would be to help with your parents, though.™

He sounded so synpathetic, so understanding. She
wonder ed what he'd do if he found out that the FBI was a | ot
nore interested in tracking down her parents than they were in

wat chi ng a bunch of M ddle Eastern terrorists who wanted to
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play with conputers.

"That was quick thinking. Wy don't you call and find
out where it is?"

"The agency conputers send a report with its |ocation
every half hour. |If the transponder noves, we'll know that
they found the bug and they' re setting a trap.”

Al most as if the sun had suddenly emerged from behind a
cloud, all of a sudden the day | ooked a | ot better.

"So all we can do is wait?"

"Well, maybe not all we can do."

He | owered his voice. Suddenly she was aware of exactly
how smal | their roomwas, and how |ittle distance separated
t heir bodi es.

"Of course we've got to figure out what to do when we
find where they're being held." Heather wondered if her voice
sounded as squeaky to himas it did to her.

"Of course," Jack agreed.

She started to her feet but didn't get far.

Jack grabbed a belt | oop and pulled her back down.

"We've got to get nmy parents,” she told him

“VWhen it’s tinme.”

He slid his hand from her belt |oop down the curve of her

hi ps, cupping her buttock and pulling her toward him

She put both hands against his chest. "I don't think
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this is a good idea."

"You're probably right,"” he whispered into her ear. "But
| don’t give a dam."

Heat her wasn't just playing with fire, she was wal ki ng
out into the volcano. Still, despite her proper intentions,
her hands on Jack’s chest stopped pushing him away and started
stroking his hard pectoral rmuscles.

Heat her coul d al nost feel Jack's reluctance as he pulled
away.

"I"'mnormally nore in control of nyself,"” he expl ai ned.
Hi s rough breathing and the stunned | ook on his face, a | ook
she figured had to match her own, convinced her that he was
telling the truth.

"Well I"mnot," she replied.

Tonmorrow, they would find her parents. Maybe she'd be
dead. Just as likely, she'd go into hiding with her parents
again. Oobviously they needed her, at least for a while. But
not tonight.

Hi s eyes wi dened and he flinched slightly as she slid her
hands up his arms, sliding themover the soft cotton of his
shirt.

Then she grabbed big handfuls of shirt and pulled them up
out fromwhere he had tucked it into his jeans.

"l hope you know what you're doing," Jack warned her. He



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 124

seened intent on giving her nmore and nore chances to back out.
But he wasn't backing out himself. |Instead, his actions
belied his words as he reached for her again, crushing her to
hi s chest.

"Not so fast,"” she told him

I nstantly he backed off.

"Not that slow, either," she nurnured into his ear
finishing with a little nibble.

This was fun.

She finished pulling his shirt off, then |let her fingers
wander over his chest.

Three deep scars cut deep into the hard nuscles of his
chest and she touched them wondering at the different
sensations his body managed to conbi ne.

"Does this hurt?" she asked.

"Yes. Sonmetinmes. Not right now, " Jack answered. Then
he |l aughed. "I guess I"'ma little flustered. | don't know
what' s happeni ng."

"You plan everything, don't you Jack."

"I try. It's how | stay alive."

"Nobody is going to kill you tonight. Just try to
relax."”

"Easy for you to say," he replied significantly.

W t hout nmeani ng too, she glanced down at his jeans. Sure
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enough, at |east one part of Jack's body seenmed conpletely
unwi | ling to rel ax.

"We'll get to hima little later,” she prom sed.

Jack reached for her top and slid his fingers between the
buttons of her denimwork shirt.

"Uh-uh," she told him

"Is it fair that I have to |loose nmy shirt and you keep
yours?" he asked.

"Did |l tell you |l was going to be fair?" Unfortunately,
she was being unfair in nore ways than one. Jack had saved
her life today. She should open up, tell himthe whole truth
about her parents. But if she did, this magical nmonment woul d
end and Jack would be gone fromher |ife forever. Soon she
woul d have no choice. Tonmorrow, maybe, she would tell him
In the meantime, she was stealing the m nutes and hours. It
hurt, but she was willing to pay the price.

"So what do | get to do?" he asked.

"I'f I were you, |I'd |lose the jeans," she said in her best
t hroaty voi ce.

"But--"

"Did anyone ever tell you you talk too nuch?"

He | ooked stunned. "I am aren't |I. Maybe they're right
about nme being too old to be in the field."

He had to be what, maybe thirty-five?
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"l had a bed in mnd, but if you insist on the fields, |
guess | can manage that."

"Now who's tal king too nuch?"

Jack struggled out of his jeans |eaving himnaked except
his bl ack boxer briefs.

“I'"l'l take care of those," she told him

Sl oMy, she slid her hands down his chest feeling every
ri dge of his hard abdonen.

VWhen she reached the top of the briefs, he gasped
slightly, then grinned.

She coul d spend hours running her hands all over his
body. She hadn't even gotten to his broad back. The nuscles
in his thighs bulged out, calling for attention. Even his
bare feet | ooked sexy. Hours? She could spend days, weeks,
who knew? It didn't matter. They didn't have days. Because
of her lies, they only had tonight. She couldn't wait no
matter how nmuch fun it was to watch him squirm

Still, Heather stopped her downward notion, sliding her
hands behind his back, running them down his buttocks.

Until now, she'd never really understood the fascination
some women have with nmen's buns. O course she'd never had
the chance to play with Jack's before.

Finally she relented, for Jack and herself, and stroked

the bulge his erection forced in the fabric of the boxer



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 127

briefs.

She shrugged off his second attenpt to reach for her
breasts, but then took pity on himand stripped off her top
and bra.

Jack's pupils dilated as she turned back to him

"1 didn't know better, 1'd say you were on drugs with
eyes like that," she told him

"I think I am" he answered.

She knew she wasn't that |arge. Nowhere near as
oversi zed as that waitress Jack had been maki ng eyes at that
norning. OF course Jack had al ready proven that he was a
little crazy.

She et himreach for her, stroke her nipples between her
fingers until their tips stood at attention.

Jack trailed kisses down her neck, her breasts, her
stomach, and to the heavy cotton of her pants.

"Let me just fix this,” she told him slipping off her
sl acks.

Then, with a shrug, she lost her panties as well. "Are
you wai ting for anything?"

His | ook of puzzlenment |asted |less than a second. "No,"
he told her, tossing his boxer-briefs across the room

Then he seized her again, fiercely, yet not quite

roughly. Possessively, somehow. And her urge to continue
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their teasing conversation was washed away in a tide of
desire.

"Are you--"

"Shut up," she told himfiercely, reaching for the
exci tenment between his | egs.

He groaned deeply, then slid his hand agai nst her nound,
gently probing her slickness.

"1'mready,"” she whispered.

He continued stroking her, his nmouth teasing her |ips,

ni bbling at her neck, |icking and caressing her nipples.
Then she really was ready. "I didn't know it could be
like this."”

"It gets better from here."

Sl oWy, giving her another chance to back off, he shifted
his weight to her.

She ran her hands up his strong body, then wrapped them
around his shoulders while pressing her hips against his.

He groaned again, then slowy slid into her waiting
passi on.

"Yes," she whispered. At |east she meant to whisper.
She had no idea how loud it actually cane out.

Jack purred softly into her ear, sending shivers of
exci tement down her spine to joint the |larger spasnms of desire

com ng up.
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The two of them found a rhythmto their |ovemaking. Sl ow
at first as her tightness gradually accepted him Then
faster.

Black whirling circles forned inside her closed eyes,
expandi ng until they exploded, until her entire body expl oded.

Heat her knew she’d lost the rhythm her body quivered in
response to her orgasmrather than with Jack’s urgent thrusts.
She tried to regain the synchronization. Then it didn't
mat t er.

What ever she did seened to bring Jack to the edge. He
shouted out her nane, until she pressed her hand over his
mout h. Jack’s whole body tightened, then finally rel axed.

"Thi nk we can do that agai n?" Heather nmurnured into his

ear.
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Chapter 7

Beddi ng your prinme suspect is considered a major coup in
t he spy business, Jack told hinself. So why did he feel I|ike
a conmpl ete heel ?

They had nade | ove all night, then awakened to nake | ove
agai n.

It was after nine when he finally forced hinself out of
the cabin and into the shower facility that all of the cabins
shar ed.

In the light of day, Jack didn't feel too great about his
choice of a resting place. For one thing, everyone else there
| ooked very nuch |ike they were on the run fromthe law. A
run-in with the local police was low on his priority |ist.

He twi sted the hot water tap all the way open and got
nothing for his pains, finally settling for a cold shower.

To his surprise, he actually needed it. He was in his
thirties, for goodness sake, yet he felt ready to go again
after a night of | ovemaking.

Whi |l e Heat her finished her shower, Jack | oaded the car



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 131

t hen found a pay phone. 'Vacation' or not, if Gonorra found
anyt hing hel pful, he would find a way to | eave word for Jack.
Unfortunately, the only nmessage on his machi ne rem nded hi m of
t he Agency bl ood drive com ng up.

After that fiasco, he dialed into the satellite service
and wrote down the Mapsco coordi nates.

Heat her enmerged fromthe shower. She | ooked beauti ful
even though her hair still dripped and the fabric of her junp
suit stuck to her body. The humdity of a D.C. summer never
l ets you get conpletely dry; Jack figured he didn't m nd at
al |

He fired up the truck's engine. He w shed that he could
forget this whol e business and spend a real vacation week with
Heat her. Maybe in a nice hotel in Europe or Skiing in
Col orado. Sonething. He had a pretty good idea, though, that
she woul dn't be vacationing with him anywhere if he didn't get
to work.

"Time to look for nmy parents,” she announced.

"Time to eat and plan,"” he fired back.

"1 thought you planned | ast night."

She sounded awful serious but he couldn't tell for sure.

"I's that what it's called.”

Heat her bl ushed.

At | east he hadn't been the only one affected by their
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ni ght of | ovenmaki ng.

He knew that the private investigator business is tough.
Al t hough Heat her didn't exactly | ook tough, she certainly
| ooked Ii ke she could hold her own. Still, he didn't sense
t hat she viewed | ovenaking as part of the job. Although sex
had al ways been a part of his job, |ast night had been
sonet hing different.

"l got the satellite coordinates. W can go over those

while we eat," he said.

She buckl ed up and he put the truck in gear trying to put
as nmuch distance fromthe | ow rent cabins as he coul d.

He switched his view between the traffic around them and
Heat her .

Unli ke him she was totally professional, her eyes al ways
on the traffic around him never wasting time | ooking at him

"I think we've picked up a tail,"” she told him

"\Wher e?"

"The white Dodge."

The car seenmed designed to be inconspicuous. It was just
ol d enough, and just common enough, and just dirty enough, to
| ook I'i ke every other car on the road.

"l see it." He tossed her the map. "We've got to |ose

it. I'mnot ready to take on guys with Uzi's except on ny own

terms. See what you can find on the map."
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Heat her studied the map briefly. "There's a turn-off in
two mles. Take it."

Jack slowed until the cars that separated his truck from
their ghost got frustrated and went around.

"Tinted glass,"” Heather nmurrmured. | can't see anything."
"Great. Let's just hope they don't have their guns out."
"How coul d they have spotted us? W paid cash for the

truck."

"Someone could have seen us checking into the cabin."

"We were conpletely exposed in the cabin,"” Heather

rem nded him “They could have killed us there.”

"You're right.” He paused. “You didn't call anyone did
you?"

She frowned. "No."

That left him Except if they'd tracked his call to the
Agency, that nmeant worse than a leak. It neant a hole so w de
you could drive a Skud m ssile through it.

"Turn now," she told him

He veered off the highway.

The white car whizzed past him staying on the highway
and left the two of themon a two | ane highway in the m ddle
of no where.

"You're sure about that car?" he asked.

"So they're professionals,” she answered. "Trust ne,
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that car foll owed us.”

He trusted her. "That neans they’'re part of a team
Well, what's next?"

"It doesn't ook like nmuch on the map but there's a
turnoff up ahead. Go about a quarter of a mle, then turn
left.”

It | ooked |ike even less in real life. Still, Jack swung
his truck off the road and onto a dirt track that | ed between
two dairy farns.

"Go straight,” she told him "This should cone out on a
hi ghway in about two mles.”

For the next half hour, she directed himthrough a maze
of country roads, suburban streets, and a couple of cross
country jaunts.

Finally he saw a turnoff under where the road clinbed a
bri dge over a shallow | ooking stream M ght as well end this

now, " he said, heading off the road and splashing into the
stream

"We can't just wait for them"™ she told him

"We've got to get another vehicle,"” he explained.’

She | ooked at him "Unl ess you magically generated sone
nmoney | ast night, we're going to have a hard tinme doing that."

"l was thinking that it m ght be Dodge's turn."

"1 have no idea what you're tal king about."
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"It won't fool anyone who really knows trucks, but |
think it should get us past nobst everyone."

He opened the truck door and stepped into the shall ow
stream

"Shoul dn't we smash up the truck and make it | ook |ike
we' ve been here for a while?" She bent to the streanbed and
pi cked up a | arge and dangerous | ooking rock.

"Let's not get hasty," he said.

He dug around in the back of the truck until he turned up
a dirty scarf which he wound around his head in a do rag."

"Are you trying to be sone kind of football player?"

"l appreciate your sparkling sense of hunor, but it would
help me a lot nmore if you' d work on changi ng your appearance
as well."

He knew he wasn't being fair, but he hadn't had tine to
deal with the reality that his own agency was at the center of
his problenms. Sure they'd had their share of |eaks in the bad
ol d days of the cold war. After all of the witch hunts they'd
been t hrough since then, though, it didn't seemright that
t hey should have to deal with this now

Heat her didn't bother to reply. Instead, she went
t hrough the sack of supplies they' d bought at the drug store
t he previous day and pulled out a spray can. "Think you can

stand a brunette?" she asked him
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"If she | ooks |like you, I'll nmnage," he replied. "
know | overreacted a--"
"Don't worry about it," she told him She bent over and

began to spray the darker color into her blonde and red hair.

Jack seened devastated by his discovery of problens
within the CIA. Heather was actually happy about it. From
her parents’ experience and fromthe hacking they'd done, she
knew how i nsecure that agency could be. Jack seened to be
settling down to the reality and meki ng practical decisions.

Heat her assured herself that she was happy about that. A
practical Jack Eastland was a |lot easier to deal if he had
gotten all emotional after their |ovenmaking.

“You | ook good,” he told her.

“Thanks.” Jack | ooked pretty good too, if you like the
1950s gangster | ook.

He found an ol d pack of cigarettes from sonmewhere in the
truck and rolled theminto his shirt sleeve. "Let's go," he
told her.

He |l ed her about half a mle back the way they had cone.

The little country hardware store | ooked |ike it survived
by offering a little of everything. Barrels of tulip bulbs
had spilled into sacks of screws and nuts.

"Get a couple of axes,” he told her as he headed toward
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t he back of the store.

A few mnutes later he joined her pushing a shopping cart
t hat contai ned a conpressor, paintbrush, and several gallons
of paint.

"What's that for?" she asked.

"l already told you. W' re about to becone a Dodge."

She shook her head. "You're the npbst peculiar man |'ve
ever net."

"“Any ot her kind of man and you'd be dead or a captive of
our friends," he rem nded her.

She shuddered. As a private investigator, she'd gone
into a nunber of dangerous situations. But those had been

tenporary. No matter how she and Jack tw sted and turned,

they seenmed only to sink nore deeply into a quagmre. "You
know, | didn't have any of these problens until you came
al ong. "

Jack inhal ed sharply but stopped hinself before he
responded. He wheeled his cart to the checker and dug into
hi s pockets for enough cash to make their purchase.

Once they had |l eft the store, he | oaded her down with the
brush and a couple of gallons of paint while he carried the
rest of the paint and the portable sprayer. "You raise a
valid point."

"What's that."
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"Doesn't it seemlike an incredible coincidence that the
day after the Agency starts | ooking at your business, your
parents are abducted."

"I've been running around so nuch that | haven't had a
chance to think about it." Now that she did think, the
coi nci dence seened too strong.

"They left when the CIA invaded their ftp site. After |
told you where to | ook."

Jack continued wal ki ng back toward the truck and she
scurried to keep up. "We need to find out a lot nore. Still,
there's got to be a connection. | hope | wasn’t the one who
set it off."

She threw down the paint and brushes as they reached the
streanbed. Jack waded to the truck, then pulled it into a
tree shaded area they' d spotted off the road while they' d been
wal ki ng.

"So now what ?" she asked.

"So now two things," he said, smling. "First, |'ve got
to figure out what's going on at the Agency. |If there isn't a
| eak there, 1"mgoing to turn in ny Sherl ock Hol nes secret

decoder ring. Second, we've got to turn this piece of junk
into a Dodge.
Wor ki ng qui ckly, he hooked the portable conpressor to his

car battery and filled the cartridge with paint.
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"Do you think changing the color will make that much
difference."

"You tell nme. He sprayed a | ayer of bright green paint
over the hood.

He didn't seemto be asking rhetorically so she answer ed.
"Of course it would for a casual observer. The city police
are pretty busy so they mght mss it too, except that they'l]l
run the license on their conputers so the color won't make any
di fference.

"And there aren't that many federal agents around,” he
added. "One thing for sure. There aren't likely to be enough
terrorists around to check out every pickup truck in P.G
County."

"But that doesn't get around the basic problem When we
turn up on the | ocal police conputers, they'll know about us."

"l agree. So that's our next step. First, though, let's
get this thing taped before | nake a bigger nmess."

He stripped off his shirt and tossed Heather a roll of
maski ng tape which she barely managed to hold on to. Seeing
hi mwi t hout his shirt rem nded her of last night, and the fact
that she'd have to tell himabout her parents soon

"Don't worry about the little things,"” he told her. Just
the chronme and |lights and stuff."”

He took another roll and set to work taping over the
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grill area.

She' d pai nted her office and town house when she had
bought the run down buil ding where she and her parents had
lived so she thought she'd be an asset.

Conpared to Jack, though, her efforts were nearly
insignificant. He slapped on tape as if it were going out of
styl e.

VWhen he'd finished the front, he noved around to the back
of the truck and taped over the brake |ights.

"Shoul dn't you cover the Ford | ogo?" she asked.

"That goes next."

He reached into the back of the truck and unl oaded the
equi prent that they'd been carrying around. 1In one of the
boxes he found a hammer and chi sel.

"Typi cal spy equi pnent?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "It wasn't anything ny
instructors told ne about but basic tools always cone in
handy. "

Heat her smiled. Her father was the sane way. Fl ower
children or children of the establishnment, nen seened to have
this special affinity for tools. She had al ways been a | ot
nore interested in clever disguises than she had in figuring
out how to use a hamrer on a j ob.

She finished taping the chrome while Jack systematically
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knocked off the mounted references to the truck's
manuf act urer.

"You aren't going to try to knock down the raised letters
on the tailgate are you?" she asked.

"We'll just disguise thema little," he answered.

"When | was in an accident a couple of years ago, the
pai nt shop took over a week to paint my car. How |ong do you
figure this will take?"

"Your paint shop wanted to do it right. W just want to
get by some creeps. It nmakes a difference.”

He pulled on a baseball hat, then fastened a mask in
front of his face. Finally he signaled her to back away. As
soon as she was far enough to neet with his approval, he fired
up the sprayer

The conpressor whined and hi ssed, sending a cloud of
green stream ng at, and adhering to the truck.

He wasn't ki ddi ng about not being perfect. Little rivers
of paint left nmessy tracks down the truck's body. Still, in
al nost no tinme, he had coated the car with a noderately snpoth
| ayer of ugly green paint.

* k%
"I must look |like a Martian," he told her when he had

fini shed.

"I'"'mnot sure green is your color," she agreed.
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He wetted a rag with paint thinner and whi pped off his
body and face.

He' d bought them both coveralls at the hardware store and
he tossed her the smaller pair when he was cl ean enough to
pass a prelimnary inspection.

"You seriously think this invisibility trick will work
with the terrorists?" she asked.

"It isn't perfect, but it’Il maxim ze our chances," he
told her. "What do you say we take a walk to the junkyard?"

"You do know how to show a girl a good tine."

Her joking couldn't hide her anxious |ook. He' d been
assum ng that her tension flowed fromconcern for her parents
and for their own safety. Certainly these were plenty for
anyone to worry about. Now, though, he wasn't so certain.
Something in the way she | ooked at himtold himthat he was
t he cause of her anxiety. "So nuch for being a white knight

to the rescue,” he nuttered.

"What ?"

"Think of it as a scavenger hunt," he told her.

"l don't see how hitting a dunp can hel p save ny parents.
The car is painted. Let's go."

He held up a finger. "First, the paint isn't dry. If we

drive now, it will peel back and make it pretty obvious what's

goi ng on. Second," he held up another finger, "we're not
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going to a dunp, we're going to a junkyard. Third--"

"No nore fingers in the air," she told him sighing. "I
give in. Let's go."

He dug through the boxes he'd unl oaded fromthe truck and
pul | ed out a socket wrench set. He'd noticed the junkyard on
the way in and it had given himthe idea for this changeover.
Not that he had enough cash to continue buying cars every tine
t hey got spotted.

"Let me guess,"” Heather told him "You're going to try
to bolt the front end of a Rolls Royce to the truck. Sort of
i ke sone people do with their Vol kswagens. "

"Better. 1I'mgoing to find one of those ugly goat’s head
figureheads and screw it on," he told her.

Her eyes suggested that she didn't believe him Frankly,
he found it a little hard to believe as well. Still, it was
the only plan he had.

He sent her off |ooking for a recently wecked truck with
current tags while he unbolted the ramfroman old truck he
found near the front of the junkyard.

She trotted back just as he was unfastening the head and
poi nted at her find.

"Perfect,” he told her. [It's even a Dodge."

"1 figured that they m ght go beyond the normal stolen

car report and actually run the tags agai nst the nodel," she
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told him

"Wth the conputers they have here, | doubt it," he told
her. "But it's better safe than sorry."

He unscrewed the plates and stuck themin her handbag.
No point in letting the junkyard owner know what they were
doi ng. Tags were worthless to an honest man so he didn't feel
any guilt over stealing them

The junkyard manager struggled out from his shack, the
odor of beer and chew ng tobacco energi ng ahead of himlike
scouts before an arny.

Heat her wri nkl ed her nose but he kept a straight face.

"How nmuch for the goat head,"” Jack asked.

"Ten bucks." The man punctuated his demand by spitting a
stream of tobacco juice on the nuddy ground.

“1'1l give you three," Jack told him

"You'll give me five."

Jack counted out the five singles fromhis rapidly

di m ni shing stash, then he and Heat her skedaddl ed.

The rami s head didn't | ook any uglier on his truck than
it had on the wreck in the junkyard so he deci ded he'd done
all right.

During their walk, the paint had dried to a sticky

consi stency. Good enough, he decided, opening the small can
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of white paint and taking the brush in his hand.

"Don't tell me you are planning on painting a sign,”
Heat her sai d.

"Wth luck, no one would notice it wasn't exactly
perfect."”

"Wth luck you could spell it right. Cone on, give ne
t he brush.”

He handed it over. |f worst canme to worst, he could
spray paint over her mangl ed j ob.

Fortunately, Heather seened to have a knack for this. At
| east in the shadows where they'd parked, her hand |ettering
| ooked professional enough to fool anyone who wasn't | ooking
too cl osely.

She |icked her upper |lip, gave the 'D one nore touch
with the brush, then handed hi m back the brush and paint.

"Looks good," he told her.

She smiled at him "Wen your parents are hippies, you
get lots of chances to be arty. | just never thought |1'd put
my skills to such a practical purpose.™

Jack's stomach grow ed. "Shall we get something to eat?"

"Shoul dn't we be getting to work?"

He | ooked at the sun. "No workmen come this late in the
day. We'll wait until after quitting tine and pretend to be

mai nt enance people.”
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Heat her | ooked concerned but nodded.

He could certainly understand her concern. |f he had any
fam |y, he imagined he'd want to keep them alive. The |onger
they waited, the less likely they d have anything left to
rescue.

He drove through a fast food place. Heather ordered
french fries and a chocol ate shake while he got a coupl e of
quarter pounders. "You don't |ike fast food?"

“I'"'ma vegetarian."

Ch, great. So much for his feeling that they had sone
wonderful nental bond. "Does it bother you that | eat neat?"

"I"mnot religious about it. | just prefer to avoid neat
nmysel f."

The teenage girl working the drive up window sm |l ed at
himuntil she noticed Heather sitting in the passenger seat.

Then she got suddenly professional.

"1 guess the coverall makes nme | ook younger," he told
Heat her .

"l don't think you could pass for eighteen," Heather
answered. "Maybe she just liked the truck."

"That's got to be it." He pulled into a parking space

and they ate their food.
Heat her sucked at her shake then | ooked at him "Do you

have a plan or should we conme up with one now?"
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He grinned. "You got it right the first tinme. | always
have a plan. They may not be any good, but |I've al ways got
sonething. For a start, | thought we'd nake sure there really
is sonething at Adel phia and East West Hi ghway."

"1 could have guessed that. Then what ?"

"If the reports we got were right, they' ve got to have a
bunch of cyber-terrorists at work. It shouldn’t be too hard
to find that kind of an operation. They'd need a place where
their programmers could work and |ive around the clock. |

t hi nk we should be | ooking for a warehouse or sonething |like

that. Soneplace wi thout nmany w ndows."
"Agreed. | can't believe that they'd fall for a
mai nt enance worker stunt, though. |[|'ve played that a few

times when | was serving papers. Mybe ordinary people don't
notice the cleaning crews but people with guilty consciences
notice everything."

"Yeah. | was nore thinking that we could use the
uniforms to get close. Once | goin, I"'mon ny own." He
spoke as softly as he could hoping to sneak that one by her.
Not a chance.

"You're going in? | don’t think so. What am | supposed
to do, pull down ny pants and cause a distraction |ike your
bl onde friend?"

"That was her idea, not mne.” He paused for a nonent
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trying to find the right words--words that would work.
“Actually, | thought I'd have you phone in a fire al arm about
ten mnutes after I went in. [|'d have a | ot better chance of
making it out if they had sonmething to worry about other than
me. "

Heat her nodded. "The fire alarmis a good idea. But |I'm
going in with you. You don't know ny parents. Even if you
coul d spot them based on ny description, they wouldn't trust
you. "

“I"d tell themI| was fromthe governnent."

Heat her sighed. "That's what I'mafraid of. Have you
noticed that I'ma little suspicious of your CIA "

"Sure. | thought | mght tell them | was fromthe FBI
Do I look like a | awer."

That bought himonly a hint of a smle. "M parents
don't like the governnment and they don't trust governnent
enpl oyees. In fact, they don't really trust anyone. Except
each other and ne, that is."

| f Heather dreaned he'd let her go in instead of him she
could dream a different nightnmare. "W need the alarm That
means only one of us can go in. Wth nmy training, | stand a
better chance of com ng out alive."

She shook her head. "We'll both go in. ['lIl programthe

conputer to handle the alarmfor us."
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“A human voice gets a |lot better response than an
el ectronic warning. Besides, its alnost inpossible to hack
into the fire department system from a normal phone |ine.
You'd have to hook up to the alarm system W don't have tinme
for this."

"I didn't give you a hard tinme about the car because |
figured you knew what you were doing," Heather told him "So
why don't you trust me on the conputer stuff."”

She fired up the |aptop they’d bought, then plugged a
smal | plastic dongle into it.

"What's that?"

She put her finger over his |ips and nouthed "quite" at
hi m

When the system booted, she selected a program doubl e-
clicked an icon, then spoke to the dongle--"1"mat a pay
phone. There's a fire at the corner of Adel phia and East West
Hi ghway. | think someone's hurt. Hey, |ook--" she
interrupted herself by clicking the button again.

"Cute m crophone,” he told her.

"Actually, it's a headset,” she told him "I1"'ll program
the PC to call about ten m nutes after we go in."

He nodded. He didn't like the idea of risking his life
with an untrained partner, but at |east Heather could watch

hi s back.
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He checked his watch. Five o' clock. "Good enough,” he
told her. "Let's go."

He started the car and pulled out of the parking | ot onto
Hi ghway 1.

"Oh, look, its the Dairy," Heather told him "Did you
ever come out here?"

He gl anced at the University of Maryland | andmark. "I
got nmy masters in International Econom cs here,” he told her.
"l probably ate there half a dozen tinmes."

"1 would have eaten there every day," she confessed. "I
hope you won't use it against me, but now you know. |ce cream
is my downfall."

He gave her a deep chuckle. "I'Il renmenber that when you
| east expect it," he told her in his nost om nous voice.

As they got closer to the intersection, Heather's banter
dropped away to nothing. He glanced at her and saw her
| eaning forward in the seat, her eyes w de open as she checked
out the buildings | ooking for anything suspicious.

Si nce Heather was handling that part, Jack kept an eye
out for any famliar cars.

The police were out in force in both marked and unmarked
cars. Even in unmarked cars, he couldn't mss the fresh
scrubbed but dangerous | ook that spoke police the world

ar ound.



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 151

"We've got to be getting close,” he told her.

"But why would they have so many police around?" she
asked.

He didn't have an answer for that. No matter how deeply
the police mght be in the terrorists' pockets, they wouldn't
want cops wanderi ng around the prem ses.

"It doesn't | ook good, does it?"

"That's got to be the place,” she interrupted, pointing
at an abandoned | ooking building that had once housed a

grocery store.
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Chapter 8

Jack | ooked puzzled. "Wy that buil di ng?"

"lsn't it obvious. [It's an abandoned buil ding but the
air conditioners are working. Not l|ikely."
He nodded. "I'm surprised that they are so concerned

about the confort of their, ah, guests.”
"l suspect they're for the benefit of the conputers
rat her than the programmers. You can make peopl e work

anywhere but computers will just go flaky on you."

152

"l guess |'ve spent too long in countries where conputers

are kept hidden in underground vaults,"” Jack told her. He
pul | ed around behi nd the store.

The back of the abandoned grocery store was concrete
bl ocks and a netal | oading dock secured with a | arge | ock.

"Got it," he told Heather. "Now lets find a pay phone
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He drove around the block a couple of times until he
found a phone that | ooked secl uded enough.

"Better make it fifteen mnutes,” he said.

"Right." Heather booted up her notebook conputer and
changed the tinme setting, then handed it to him She wasn’t
sure whether this really was the worst idea of her life or
whether it just felt like it. Wth all of the attention going
on around the building, things just didn't |ook very safe. It
didn't matter, though. Her parents would have a | ot better
chance of surviving if she went in with Jack. Jack woul d have
a better chance of surviving as well. To her surprise, that
meant a |lot to her.

He hung an 'Qut of Order' sign on the tel ephone, then
used his alligator clips to hook the nodemto the handset.

"l get to say 'l told you so,' if that gets stolen and we
get killed," he told her when he returned to the truck.

"Deal ," she answer ed.

"We'll go in through the toy store two doors over," Jack
sai d.

"Right," she told him Her detective agency hadn't
called for a | ot of breaking and entering but she was famliar
with the concept. Don't hit your target head on if you don't

have to.

He parked next to the toy store and handed her a tool
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belt while fastening another on hinself. "You' re a plunber
now, " he instructed.

"Does that mean | have to let ny jeans fall off and show
hal f my butt?"

For a second, he | ooked |li ke he was considering her
suggestion. "It is one hell of a butt, but 1'd rather keep
its viewing to nyself,"” he told her.

"l guess | asked for that." The belt nust have wei ghed
twenty pounds but it didn't so nuch as chink when she wal ked.
"What's in here?"

"Basic spy stuff.”

Standing on the truck's cab, he reached to the roof and
pul l ed hinmself up. "You're next."

Even after what they'd been through, his strength
surprised her as he pulled her to the rooftop.

"1 hope you aren't planning on going through the roof,"
Heat her sai d.

"No," he answered shortly.

She followed himto a | arge turbine vent.

He crouched down and took a screw driver fromhis belt.

The bolt resisted for a monent. Jack's biceps bul ged as
he twisted. Then, with an audible snap, the first screw
br oke.

Four other screws foll owed.
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"I"'mgoing to need your help lifting this,” he told her.
"It shouldn't be heavy but it is awkward."

To himthe thing m ght not be heavy. It had to weigh
over a hundred pounds and her heart was poundi ng hard enough
to tenderize a tough bull when they set it carefully down.

"1l go first," she told him

"How do you figure?"

“"I"'msmaller and you're stronger. |If | get stuck, you
can pull nme out."

"And if | get stuck?"

“It's my job to figure out whether you'll get stuck or
not."

| ncreasi ngly, she was beginning to recognize his | ook of
frustration as a sign that she had won.

"l guess |'mgoing to have to trust you," he said.

Damm. \Why did he have to bring up the issue of trust
just when they were starting to get along? Wen Jack found
out the truth about her and her parents, he would renenber
this. The closer they got to her parents, the further she
felt fromthe relationship she wanted with this man.

He handed her a flashlight. "Don't step on the ceiling
tiles,”" he told her. "You'll fall through. There should be a

wal kway or something that we can use."

Heat her held the flashlight awkwardly then switched it
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on.

"I"'mgoing to | ower you head first,"” he said. "If you
can't find anything or reach anything secure, I'll pull you
out . "

"This was your plan?"

"Actually my plan was to drive the truck through the
front door. When | got here, this seened |ike a better idea."

She cl anbered into the vent opening and shined the
flashlight into the darkness.

"l don't see anything blocking nme," she said.

"Right. Down you go."

Jack slid his hands down her derriere before reaching her
knees. "No matter what happens, don't kick."

"Do you think I want you to drop ne?"

Slowmy he | owered her into the vent.

Qutside, the air had been hot, still, and humd. 1In the
attic over the stores, those qualities seened to have
concentrated thenselves into an inferno. |In seconds, her face
was covered wi th sweat.

"l need to go down," she call ed.

He conplied, lowering her until Heather was vertical, his
strong grasp on her knees her the only thing that kept her
fromcrashing through the drop ceiling in a headfirst dive to

the floor.
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In the yell ow beam shed by the flashlight, she nmade out a
narrow wal kway that evidently provided access to the vent. "I
can't reach it fromthis angle. Myve nme about two feet to the
right”

"Right." His voice was perfectly calm as if he felt
able to hold her like this for hours. She could feel the
slightest hint of strain in his grip as he noved her.

|f she could just grab that pipe. "Dam."

"What happened?" he asked.

"I found a fricking hot water pipe."

"Be careful."”

Now he told her.

A heavy electric cable hung | oose near the pipe. She
could easily grab it and pull herself upright. Still, despite
all of the electricity she felt between herself and Jack, she
didn't think he'd appreciate a sudden power jolt. More to the
poi nt, she didn't know whether he'd drop her.

Finally she tw sted herself alnost horizontal and grabbed
one of the overhead beans.

"Let go," she instructed.

To her relief, he conplied instantly and she | owered
herself onto the wal kway.

"Looks pretty easy,"” she told him "I'm not sure that we

can take ny parents out this way, though."
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"We're running | ate because of those screws,"” he told
her. "We'Il have to try to get themout the front door in the
confusi on when the fire departnent arrives."

"So which way is the old grocery store.”

Even in the gloony attic, the | ook he shot her was
distinctly odd.

"Al'l right, so | don't have a perfect sense of direction.
At least | don't mnd asking for help.”

"Fol l ow ne, then."

Jack picked his way al ong the narrow wal kway.

The strip shopping center nust have been built in the
seventi es when construction conpani es were just throw ng
bui | dings up as fast as they could. They hadn't even put
firewalls between the toy store and whatever was next to it.
Unfortunately, they weren't so lucky with the grocery store.
The cinderblock firewall conpletely obstructed their path.

“"We'll have to go through it," Jack told her.

"All right, superman.” It wasn't his parents there and
he didn't have to risk his life to help them but she still
didn't understand the casual way he approached seri ous
problens. "I guess you have a plan."

"I'f you nean, | m ght have guessed there'd be a firewall,
you're right."

He dug around in his toolbelt, finally comng out with a
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hamrer. "1 thought | had a chisel."

"How |l ong has it been.™

"He spared a glance at his watch. | know it seens
| onger. We've got three nore mnutes before the call. |
figure it will take about five mnutes for the fire departnent
to get here, assumng that they're at the station. If they
are out getting dinner, all the bets are off."

W t hout any hint at his intentions, he suddenly reached
for her sliding his hands around Heat her’s wai st.

"Um don't you think we should wait?" she suggest ed.

"Just |l ooking for my chisel,” he told her.

She kept the flashlight pointed away from her face so he
woul dn't see that blush. \What did she think she was, Madonna
or sonmething that no man could resist her charnms no matter
what the danger?

"Got it." He pulled the tool from her belt.

He unzi pped his coveralls and stripped off his T-shirt.

"Time for Ranmbo?" she asked.

"He's not here," Jack answered, wrapping the shirt around
the hammer. "It still won't be silent, but it gives us a
chance.

To her surprise, he didn't even bother with the cenent
bet ween the bricks. Instead, he attacked the bl ocks, snmashing

t hrough the concrete like it was so nuch stal e bread.
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The hol e | ooked too small for his shoul ders when he
st opped, but he dropped the hanmmer and chisel into his tool

belt and took the light fromher. "This time, | go first."

The grocery store attic wasn't nuch different fromthe
others in the strip center. Hot, humd, and dark. Jack
wriggl ed through the hole he'd made and pul | ed Heat her after
hi m

"The conputer should be calling right now. W' ve got
five mnutes to find your parents and get out of here.

"What's your plan."

"Un | thought we'd sort of |ift the ceiling tiles and
see what was underneath.”

"You don't have an optical fiber based canera systemin
your bag of spy tools?"

He coul d have sworn that he heard a hint of sarcasmin
her voice that tine. All right, naybe a whole lot nore than a
hint. "I'mpretty nmuch out of toys," he told her. He didn't
think a pacifist |like Heather would want to know about the
three knives he carried. And they certainly weren't toys.

"You lift, I'"lIl look," she told him

He didn't argue with that. After all, she knew what she
was | ooking for.

He |ifted the nearest tile, |let her |look for a second,
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t hen dropped it lightly back into place.

"Enpty," she told him

"How far could you see?"

"Just the one room About fifteen feet in each
direction.™

"Damm. | was hoping for open cubicles.” He |ed Heather
about twenty feet across the shaky path, holding her hand
because her eyes hadn't adjusted back to the dark in the
attic.

The scent of cigarettes and coffee grew stronger as they
noved across the floor. It had to be a good sign.

"We shoul d be near the corner of three offices," he told
her in a whisper. "I1'Il lift each of themin turn. Be ready,
we're runni ng out of tinme."

Heat her crouched as |ow as she could and he lifted the
first tile a few inches.

She shook her head and they noved to the next.

"Ah, M. Eastland," Jones's cold voice said. "W were
wonderi ng when you would drop into our trap."”

Jack pushed Heat her out of sight, then lifted the tile
the rest of the way.

Jones, along with a couple of junior terrorists, sat on
confortable | ooking |lawn chairs snmoking cigarettes. The Uzi

submachi ne guns didn't ook at all confortable.
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"Won't you join us, M. Eastland?" Jones said.

The enough fingers tightened around triggers that Jack
figured that Jones was in the drivers seat.

He grasped the edge of the wal kway and swung hinsel f
over, slowly lowering himinto the room |If she had any sense
at all, Heather would get out of here before Jones could
search the attic. He'd buy her every second he could. He
shoul d have known the whole thing was too easy. Wy had he
| et Heather talk himinto letting her cone with hinf

"How did you figure ny plan?" he asked when he reached
t he fl oor.

"Surely you didn't think your hom ng device was
undetectable, M. Eastland. Wen we got here w thout you or
the lovely Ms. Webb, we searched the van quite carefully.”

"So where are the programmers?”

"Do you really think I"Il tell you? Not that I
antici pate you having a chance to share the know edge.
Suffice it to say, they're a long way from here, but only a
short distance fromyour country's econony. O should | say,
| ate econonmy?"

Of his four captors, only three carried Uzis, although
Jones m ght well have a weapon of sonme type. Jack figured
that the odds were naybe twenty percent that he could get one

of them before they blew himaway. He'd take those odds if
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any started to show any interest in the ceiling. So long as
they kept their attention on himand didn't start shooting,
he'd play al ong.

"That's what | don't understand. Wy ness wth banks and
shanpoo conpanies? |'d think you'd go after the mlitary
conmputers.”

"Napol eon once said that an arny marches on its stonach, "
Jones told him "The American arny marches on your economny.
Cripple that and the arny becomes a nob. W can free our
country fromyour grip and that of your Zionist puppets while
you cope with starvation."”

"I hardly think a couple of sick conmputers will cause
starvation."

Jones shrugged his shoulders. "Wo would think that a
country would |leave its nost vital resources totally
unprotected? Still, | amtold that this is the case. Mny of
my country's econom sts have worked on this problem"”

Jack could have conpared notes with him \Wen he' d been
assigned to the case, he had spent sonme tinme with agency
econom sts who had nade simlar estimtes of the damage that a
total collapse of the nations conputerization could cause.
Starvati on was possible. O course, Jack wasn't here to
conpar e notes.

"Very funny," he told Jones. "You think a bunch of
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terrorists can actually outsmart the people that run Anerica's
conmputers.”

"That would not be too hard, M. Eastland. But we do not
have to do so. W hire hackers to do it for us."

A siren's shrill scream had been growi ng over the past
m nute but Jack had pretended to ignore it. As if soneone had
cranked up the volune | evel on an oversized boom box, suddenly
the siren became inpossible to ignore.

"What the--M), go and see what is happening."

One of the machine gunners reluctantly stood and headed
for the door.

"l suppose that this is your doing, M. Eastland," M.
Jones told him "Unfortunately for you, our operations are
safe fromyour interference.”

The sound of splintering glass infornmed Jack that M
hadn't made it to the front door before the firenmen decided
t hey needed to check things out on their own.

"1'd better see what trouble you caused,” M. Jones told
him To the others he added, "if he noves, shoot him"

"The firemen will hear the shooting and investigate,"”
Jack war ned.

“If the firemen conme here, shoot themtoo," Jones added.
He gave Jack a nasty smle. "Surely you didn't think there

woul d be a rescue, M. Eastland."
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Jack checked out the situation. Unfortunately, the two
remai ni ng gunnmen had enough sense to sit in the northeast and
nort hwest corners of the room They could catch himin a
crossfire without any risk of shooting each other. Real life
i's never quite as cooperative as the novies.

"Any chance for a cup of coffee?" he asked.

"Die thirsty," one of the gunnen answered. The second
| ooked |i ke he m ght actually have stood up and gotten it.
VWhen his conrade spoke, he sat back down with a sheepish | ook

on his face.

Heat her edged around the wal kway trying to judge distance
and direction. |f she got lucky, she m ght have a chance.
Wt hout |uck, she'd get herself and Jack killed. She didn't
li ke the odds but didn't think they'd ever get better than
they were right now.

VWhen she heard Jack ask for coffee, she I et her hopes
rise for a monent. His captor's reply cut that hope off.

She stripped off the heavy tool belt, took a deep breath,
and stepped onto the ceiling tile.

For a fraction of a second, she thought it would hold,
then it coll apsed under her weight and she crashed through
into the room

She had planned to drop directly onto one of the gunnen
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and throw the belt at the second. Unfortunately, her uncanny
sense of direction cane through. She was going to nmiss the
man by three feet, at |east.

In for a dinme, in for a dollar, she thought. Jack woul d
just have to take care of his man. In md-flight, she heaved
the belt at her target, then kicked out at him

Her foot connected, then she stopped worryi ng about her
aimand started worrying about surviving the inmpact. A ten
foot drop isn't much when you have a nice soft gunman to | and
on. Falling head first because your foot is stuck up his nose
i s anot her.

Her judo instructor would have been proud of her slap as
she | anded. That nmde one of them Her |ungs kind of wheezed
as she hit. She told her nuscles to nove, to get up and see
what was happening to Jack, or even to the man she'd kicked.
She coul dn't nove.

Then she was noving. Except, instead of standing, she
seened to be floating in mdair. She knew she couldn't be
dead, though, because she still hurt like the dickens.

"Hang on," Jack breathed into her ear.

OCh, her mnd said. Jack has ne. Then everything went

bl ack.

Coping with an unconsci ous Heather and two gunmen who
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needed about half a second to recover fromtheir shock and
start shooting wasn't Jack's idea of a good tine. On the flip
side, it was a whole |ot better than before Heather had
dropped in through the ceiling

His captor's faces woul d have been com cal. He had a
sneaki ng suspicion that his own expression m ght not have
earned a place of honor in the inscrutable category. Still
he reacted first.

Heat her pretty neatly wapped her tool belt around one of
the men. He flipped one of his knives fromhis sleeve and
pi nned the second gunman's armto the wall. Then he turned to
deal with the first.

The belt had caught himin the face and his nose was
bl eeding heavily. Jack followed up by grabbing the gun from
hi s weakened grip and belting himin the ear with the barrel.

Then he scooped up Heat her from where she had | anded.

Time to | eave.

He kicked the Uzis out of immediate reach, slung Heat her
over his shoul der, and jogged out the door which Jones had
negl ected to | ock.

The abandoned grocery store was al nost conpletely dark,
except where flashing red lights showed the Prince George’s
County Fire Departnent at work. Next time he got a call from

one of those fireman donation things, he'd cough up sone
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seri ous bucks. Always assum ng, of course, that he nanaged to
get out of this place alive.

He headed for the lights, whispering curses as he tripped
over unseen obstacles.

Jones had sounded absolutely convincing when telling his
men to kill the firemen if they got too close. Jack had
enough on his conscious already w thout adding a bunch of
firemen who were trying to do their jobs.

Heat her nobaned and wi ggl ed agai nst hi m and he was
suddenly conscious of the softness of her breasts against his
back and the firmess of her derriere that his hand held for
bal ance.

"Stay still," he hissed. |f she started noani ng now,
they were all dead.

She rel axed against him quietly.

"Good girl."

"I think | proved I'ma woman," she told him whispering.

"1 hope we'll be able to talk about that |ater."

“I think I can walk." Her voice didn't sound as
confident as her words.

"As soon as we get out of here, we'll find out. Now |et
me think."

"Right. A plan.” She didn't have to sound so dubi ous.

Adm ttedly, this last plan hadn't worked out exactly according
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to schedul e.

A thrashing sound behind them warned himthat at | east
one of his gunnmen had recovered fromthe little fiasco they'd
left and was after them

The fire door was exactly where he renenbered it from
scoping out the place before they'd entered. Unfortunately,
soneone had violated the clear fire departnment warning that
t he door should be left unlocked. A large lock held a |atch
cl osed.

"Did your private investigator training include |ock
pi cki ng?" he whi spered to Heat her.

"Sure. Did you bring a pick |lock set?"

"“Ah, no."

"Then | can't help.”

He bashed the |l ock a couple of tines with his hamer.
That acconplished a slightly dented | ock and shouts indicating
t hat someone had heard.

It made sense that Jones would have gunnmen in other
rooms. Unfortunately, Jack didn't have a plan handy to deal
with them

"Where are they, you fool s?" Jones's unm stakabl e voi ce
cal |l ed out.

"1 heard sonmething this way," one of the gunmen answered.

"Not a word," Jack breathed to Heat her



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 180

To his relief, she conpli ed.

He backed away from the door--for about six feet,
st oppi ng suddenly when he, and Heather, hit the back wall wth
a nmuffled thunp.

It had to have hurt, but Heather didn't make a squeak.

He coul d get used to a woman |like this. At |east he hoped
he'd be around | ong enough to have a chance to get used to
anyt hi ng.

"1 don't see anything," one of the gunman conpl ai ned.
Jack had spent enough time in the Mddle East to recogni ze the
di stinctive accent of a Palestine native. Typical. Like the
ClA's use of exiled Cubans, just about every country in the
region enpl oyed Pal estinians to do their dirty work.

Bright flashlights cut through the gl oom

"Look at the |ock. Someone must have gotten after it
with a hanmer.”

Jones's voice cut through the chatter. "He's already
shown he's dangerous. Go in parties of three. Find him and
kill him Don't |let the escape. |If you have to, kill the
girl too."

Jones detailed themoff in teans of three.

As he did so, Jack slid toward the hallway entrance and
| ooked out.

Since he had no idea how many gunnmen Jones had gat hered,
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he couldn't tell whether they were all there but it didn't
seem | ikely. Jones m ght not be much as a fighter, but surely
he wasn't stupid enough to | eave the front door unlocked. On
t he other hand, anything was better than waiting to get shot.

Jack snuck back the way he'd cone hoping that all of the
terrorists who were planning on heading for the side door were
al ready there.

"You' ve got to be getting tired," Heather whispered. "I
can wal k. Set nme down."

Qddly, he didn't feel tired at all. Instead his body
seened to be floating on air yet, at the same time, he had
that sense that he sonmetines got in his dreans where he woul d
run as fast as he could yet never get anywhere.

"It won't be long," he whispered back.

The fire departnent nust have left while he was at the
back door but the entryway was still brightly lit. Three
guards renmai ned.

He approached until he was just outside of the circle of
i ght and shouted in his best Arabic "There' s sonmeone
out si de. "

One of the guards stepped outside and Jack sprinted into
the entryway, tossed Heather at one of the remai ning guards,
then made |like a |inebacker and tackl ed the second.

He stood in tinme to see Heather | ock her thighs around
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t he second guard's neck and squeeze.

Jack's heart stopped for a few seconds while the guard
clawed at her legs. Then the guard's eyes glazed over and he
col | apsed.

Heat her sl apped the ground as she hit and rolled. It
figured that she would | earn Judo rather than one of the
martial arts that concentrates on hitting and kicking. Still,
it was a handy skill.

"Back in here," Jack shouted in Arabic.

For once, they had a little luck. The guard that had
fallen for his call the first tinme fell for it again and cane
rushi ng back

"l didn't see any--" the guards voice trailed off when he
saw the two of them Heather casually holding the Uzi that had
once bel onged to the guard she'd taken out.

"On your knees," Jack ordered.

The man conplied, blithering sonething about his w ves.

Jack wrapped a few strands of electrical tape around the
man's wists and nore over his nouth.

"Let's get out of here,” he told Heather when he had
finished.

"Right." She started off in the absolutely wong

di rection.

"This way," he hissed. "I think it's tinme we found the
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truck and tried sonmething else."

Heat her veered.

She was |inping but didn't seemto be too badly injured
despite all the chances he had given her.

"What was the big idea throwing me at that guy?" she

asked.

"It was the best idea | could come up with, and it
wor ked. "

"1 thought you always had a plan."

"Yeah. The plan was to get out alive. It worked."

"Al'l right. We did that. Now what?"

He rounded the corner and saw what was |eft of his truck,
anot her pair of guards still at work taking pieces off of it
wi th chain saws.

"Time for a new plan."
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Chapter 9

"Maybe we'd better take the bus." Heather tried not to

184

| et despair seep into her voice. They'd managed to keep alive

t hrough good luck and skill but the terrorists always seened
coupl e of steps ahead. The truck had held all of their

equi prent. About all they had | eft was what they wore and
what they carried in their toolbelts. Correction, what Jack
carried in his. Hers was back where she'd tried to junp that
gunman with the Uzi.

“I'"d better | ose the toolbelt,"” Jack told her as if
readi ng her thoughts. "W're too easy to spot."

She nodded. At |east he wasn’t giving up. If her
parents hadn’t been in danger, Heather wasn't sure she could
continue. "lIs there anything we should keep?"

He shook his head. "Who knows? Unless you can think of
sonet hing you want to stick in your pocket, | mght as well
| ose the whole thing. | don't see pretending to be air
conditioning repair people again on this job."

He unslung his belt and held it out to her.

a
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She shook her head. No, she didn't want to paw through
hi s things.

Wth a shrug, he slid it into a sewer opening.

"We've got to get sonme noney," he told her. "I'mdown to
about twenty dollars."

"Since they know about where we are, this is probably a

good tine to find an automatic teller," Heather told him "It
can't help themtoo much.” She paused. While she |oved her
job as a private detective, it wasn't the nost lucrative
field. "Except, I"'mnot sure | have a positive balance this
nmont h. "

"1 do," Jack said confidently. "Did you see a bank."

"There was one about two blocks fromthe grocery store,"
she told him "It's that way."

He | ooked at her pointing finger then turned and began
wal king in the opposite direction.

"Hey. | thought we needed nobney."

"Yeah. | just renmenbered the bank you're tal king about.™

She foll owed Jack glumy. She knew she didn't have a
great sense of direction. Still, it galled her that he would
assume that she was conpl etely wrong.

It galled her even nore when Jack found the bank, al nost

exactly two bl ocks fromthe grocery store, and al nost 180

degrees from where she was certain it had to be.
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Jack slid his card into the ATM sl ot and punched a button

sequence.
" odd. "
Something in his voice made her very nervous. "What is
it?"
"It says it's confirmng ny balance. It doesn't usually

take this long."

"Let's get out of here."

"But it still has ny card.”

"Forget your card. Someone has been nessing with the
dat abase. "

She tugged at him

For a second, she thought he'd refuse to cone, but then
he followed her | ead and ducked into a poorly it alley.

Less than a mnute later, three police cars pulled into
t he bank parking lot, lights flashing but sirens sinisterly
silent. Six officers, all carrying shotguns, burst fromtheir
cars and tore toward the ATM machi ne.

"Thanks," Jack told Heather. He |ed her deeper into the

all ey.

"Here | thought you were the big CIA agent.”

"None of the countries |I've worked in have been very
conputerized. | studied the books but | haven't spent mnuch

time in the U S since college.”
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"When they find your card, they'll know we're only a few

m nutes away. \What are we going to do?"

“In the novies, |I'd steal one of their cars and | ead them
on a high speed chase,” Jack said. "Since | don't feel I|ike
getting killed, | suggest that we keep wal ki ng."

The strip mall quickly yielded to a residenti al
nei ghbor hood.

Jack found a vacant |ot and stripped off his coveralls.
Somehow he'd recovered the shirt he'd wapped around his
hamer and he put it on.

"Trying to | ook suburban?" she asked.

"That is one of the points of the coveralls. People see
t hem and they never see anything else. Unfortunately, Jones
knew our names. He'll have a good description of us over the
police radio within the next hour."

Heat her couldn't match the casual jogging outfit that
Jack stripped down to, but she pulled off her coverall as
wel | .

"Perfect,"” he assured her. "W look |ike a couple of
yuppi es out for a walk."

She thought they | ooked |ike a couple of hoods casing the
nei ghbor hood but thought better of saying it. She had al ways

been proud of her disguises. A pair of jeans and an old T-

shirt were a long way from what she was used to.
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“"Are we | ooking for anything in particular, or are we
just going to walk until it gets so late that the police wl
stop us on general principle?"

"You nmean you don't need the exercise? Walking is
supposed to be good for everything."

"Very funny. Don't tell me you've finally run out of
pl ans."” Even though none of them seenmed to work out exactly

i ke he'd planned, Heather had come to count on his plans and

didn't like the feeling that she was on her own."

"I wouldn't say that. |1'mIlooking for a convenience
store."

"What ?  \Why?"

Jack changed direction slightly and they wal ked cl oser to
where a couple of teenagers were nmaking out in their car, the
radi o bl asting the news.

"Here's a strange one,"” the commentator read. "A man and
a woman described as white, twenties to early thirties, she
with blonde hair, hazel eyes, he with dark hair and bl ue eyes,
apparently held up a software programm ng shop in Tacoma Park,
Maryl and. They di sgui sed thensel ves as plunbers and made off
with the payroll and are arned and dangerous. | don't know
about you guys, but |'d give the programmers their noney. The
way they ness with my bank bal ance, | want to make sure they

aren't hungry."
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"Have you ever thought of becom ng a redhead?" Jack
asked.

She decided not to tell him about some of the stranger
di sqgui ses she'd taken. "I look better with dark hair," she
told him"

"We can get whatever we need at a convenience store. By
the time anyone asks, we'll be |ong gone.™

On cue, he turned a corner and a 7-11 appeared.

"How di d you namnage that?"

"You nean make the store appear or trick you into asking
about it just before we got there?"

"1 mean--never mnd."

"Right. There's also a bus stop handy. | think we've
wal ked far enough to be outside of any likely police
roadbl ock. "

Fortunately they were far enough out in the suburbs where
gas stations left their restroom doors open so they didn't
have to explain how a bl onde woman and a man in his early
thirties nmanaged to transformthenselves into a brunette and a
man ol d enough to be her father.

They caught the first bus that came along and rode it to
t he subway.

Heat her stared at the | arge poster-maps that form nmuch of

the decor of Washington's expansive subway system "So we're
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in the clear now. \Wat's your plan."

Heat her' s confi dant assunption that he had everything
under control would have been ego-inflating for Jack, except
he knew he had bungled the entire day. He had called the
office after Gonorra had as good as warned himto | ose al
contact for a week. He had wasted too nmuch of the day in an
effort to disguise the truck. They m ght as well have taken a
taxi for all the good their work had done. And now he was
down to about twenty bucks and a couple of Metro farecards
that would take them just about everywhere the subway ran.
Not much with which to protect the woman he found hinself
increasingly drawn to, rescue her parents, save his own hide,
and sonmehow keep the U. S. econony from bei ng underm ned.

"We still need nmoney if we're going to do anything. |
t hi nk we should head for ny place.”

"That's brilliant," she observed.

"Sarcasmisn't your nost attractive asset, you know," he
fired back. "I said toward nmy place, not all the way there.
| left nmy bike at the shop the other day. It got a little
scratched when | broke up that first attack."

"1 don't understand. Surely you don't think we can ride
around, incognito, on that hog."

"You'd be surprised. It really is true that people tune
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out the | oud and obnoxious. M plan was to sell it. It
shoul d bring enough to I et us assenbl e whatever equi pment we
need, get another beat up junker-car, and still have enough to
set up a safe-house.

"1 kind of thought you were attached to that bike."

Heat her sounded confused.

"Well yeah." It had taken himtwo years of scrinmping and
saving his entry level salary to purchase the bike. On the
ot her hand, with luck, they'd survive and he could save npbney
again. Wthout noney, they were both dead.

"1 appreciate what you're doing for me, especially since
you haven't even nmet ny parents.”

"1 was hoping we'd be over that problem by now. "

They rode down the escalator, slid their farecards
t hrough the reader, and stood in the station.

Jack had never paid nuch attention to the honeyconb shape
of the huge concrete bl ocks that make up Washi ngton's subway
stations. He appreciated the way the transit authority kept
it clean, carefully using a concrete colored paint to cover
over any graffiti the nmonent they found it. As a result,
unl i ke any ot her subway he'd ridden anywhere in the world, the
Washi ngt on subway | ooked and snel | ed pl easant.

Fl oor nounted lights started to flash indicating a

train's inmnent arrival. Mnents later, a subway screaned
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into the station and pulled to a stop with consi derabl e squeal
of brakes.

Jack | ooked around at the typical Washington subway crowd
of college students on their way to class, professionals from

t he beltway bandit conpanies, struggling hone after a | ong day

| obbyi ng the governnment for special favors for whatever
constituency they represented that day, a group of deaf youths
fromthe city's fanous school for the deaf, and a few
passengers Jack had a hard tinme categorizing.

Heat her stood patiently as the train doors hissed open,

di sgorging the nob who was exiting at their stop, the waiting
passengers giving way for a nonment, then pushing on as soon as
t hey coul d.

They waited until the warning bells chinmed then, in
unspoken accord, sinmultaneously junped between the train's
cl osing doors.

No one that Jack saw on the platform paid any particul ar
notice to them A couple of passengers already on the train
scow ed at their behavior, but Jack thought it nore |ikely
that they were angry that he had risked holding up the train
rat her than because they were tailing him

Neverthel ess, the two exited and reentered a nunber of
trains, taking a roundabout trip that |ed through the Maryl and

subur bs, under Washi ngton, out to National Airport, then back
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into the city.

Jack finally | ed Heather up the |long escal ators at Dupont
Circle into the dark of night.

Heat her | ooked at her watch. "It's alnmost m dnight.
There's no way your repair shop will be open.™

"Bi ke people are different.”

She shook her head.

He couldn't blane her for a distinctive loss of faith in

his forecasts. Still, he wasn't worried that Fred would toss
t hem out .

"My man." Fred greeted them at the door to his conbined
house and shop. Then he did a slow doubl e-take. "Whoa.

Heat her, are you hangi ng around wi th bikers now?"

| f an earthquake could be arranged to open a hole into
the ground right then, Heather would happily have junped into
it.

"Hi, Fred. Long tinme."

He hadn't changed over the past ten years since she and
her famly had stayed with himfor alnost two nonths. He had
been living in New Mexico then, and been just one of many
stops in the peculiar underground railroad that crisscrosses
America and that had pulled together to protect her parents

and herself all of her life. He was the sanme bear of a man,
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at |l east six foot six, and alnost as broad. He still wore his
hair down to his waist. Even ten years ago, that hair had
been shot with gray. There mght be a little nore gray now,
but not nuch.

| f Fred hadn't changed, she certainly had. She'd been a
ski nny teenager who dyed her blonde hair green partly out of
t eenage rebelliousness, and partly because it hel ped her
parents with their identity changes. She couldn't believe
that he could still remenber her now with her hair a peculiar
nmousy bl ack.

"Are your parents all right?" Fred asked.

She thought she'd seen all of Jack's expressions during
the few days they'd been together. This was a new one. Could
he actually be jealous? Fred was old enough to be her father.
In fact, he was ol der than her father.

"They're in a little trouble. Jack's with the CIA. He
and | are trying to see what we can do to help."”

"Well you' ve conme to the right place,” Fred assured them
"Get in here off the street and we'll figure out what to do
next."

Jack didn't appear to notice Fred's tiny hesitation
before inviting themin. Even if he had, Heather hoped he'd
see it as a normal reaction to finding that soneone you know

is a spy. At a mninmum she had to warn him Fred m ght not
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be actively involved in shielding fugitives any nore, but if
Jack found out about that part of his past, he could spend the
rest of his life in jail.

Fred led the two of theminto a huge kitchen and pl opped

a bowl of chili in front of each of them
"Don't go all weird on ne," he grow ed at Heather. "It
may | ook |i ke meat but you should remenber | never touch the

stuff either. O aren't you a vegetarian any nore?"

"l could eat a horse right now," she told him
"vegetarian or not. But no, you renenber right." She picked
up the spoon Fred |laid out for her and took a taste.

Heavenly.

I n seconds, she was scraping the bottom of the bow and
casting covetous glances at Jack's bow .

Jack circled his armaround his bow protectively but
t hen wi nked at her.

"“1've been thinking about your offer for ny bike," Jack
announced. "I need some cash right now so |'ve decided to
sell it."

Fred frowmed at him "Just a couple of days ago you told
me that it was your baby."

"A |l ot has changed in just a couple of days."

"I want to tell you right now, |'ve always had a soft

spot for little Heather. |If you boy scouts are after her or
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her famly, | don't want to have anything to do wit it, not
even to get my hands on that honey of a bike."
Jack frowned. "They don't call us Boy Scouts any nore,

and why should | be after Heat her?"

"After the tine | spent in Laos, I'lIl call you Boy Scouts
or worse."
Heat her tried to will Fred to silence. Jack was no fool

He didn't need to have his nose rubbed in it to realize that
t he connection between herself and Fred had to do with ill egal
oper ati ons.

Jack shrugged. "That was a long tinme ago, Fred. Don't
worry about Heat her, though. She can take care of herself."

Yeah, right, she wanted to tell him Like getting
captured by Jones and his cronies and needing to get rescued,
t hen knocki ng herself silly when she tried to junp through the
ceiling and m ssed her man. Wth an effort of will, she kept
her mouth shut.

"1 don't know," Fred answered slowy. "Sonmehow this
doesn't feel right."

"My parents may be in real trouble."” Heather figured
that since her CIA coments had gotten theminto this ness,
she m ght as well do her part to get themout of it.

"1 know that, Heather. What | don't want to do is get

themin even nore trouble."
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That was the danger, Heather knew. Right now they were
safe. Sure they were being held captive, but at |east they
were alive and valued. |f she turned them over to Jack, they
could be subjected to the death penalty. It didn't seemright
and it certainly wasn't fair but for all of his hel pful ness
and for all of the times he'd conme to the rescue |like the Lone
Ranger or sonething, he was at | east as much the eneny as the
terrorists who held her parents.

“I'"'mnot asking for a loan," Jack interjected. "You
named the price and told me you thought it was fair for both
of us. Al I'"'masking if for you to follow through on the
of fer you already nade."

Fred shook his head as if thinking about Jack's words.
Heat her knew it was only an act. Before he had been
bl ackbal | ed out of his job he had been a University math
professor. The man m ght |ike nmessing with notorcycles, but
he was no f ool

Finally he nodded. "I'Ill do it, Jack. But | want you to
remenmber this. You owe ne one. Sone day you nmay have a
chance to think about that."

It was Jack's turn to | ook puzzled but he nodded.

"Fine. Do you have the noney here?"

"You think a guy like me does business with banks? O

course |'ve got the cash here."
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Li ke the underground that he dealt with, Fred believed in
untraceabl e cash. Heather wasn't surprised when he | ed them
t hrough his shop, then entered the washroom and cl osed the
door behind him

"There's sonmet hing strange about this whole thing," Jack
whi spered. "How well do you know hinf? Do you think he could
be in the pay of--"

She pressed her finger to her I|ips.

Jack's instincts told himto run. Since his instincts
had kept him alive nore than once, he tended to trust them
They could run now, |eave before Fred came out with his guns
bl asti ng.

"Fred is basically harm ess,” Heather told him
apparently reading his nind.

Harm ess or not, Fred had plenty of tine to nake a phone
call or two before he emerged, a stack of worn | ooking twenty
dollar bills in his hand. "People notice bigger bills," he
remar ked as he saw the direction of Jack's gaze.

"Fine."

"l don't suppose you have your papers with you?"

Jack shook his head. "I'll mail themto you."

"Do that. In the neantine, why don't you sign this

quitclaim" He pushed over a printed sheet of | egal ese.
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Jack | ooked it over quickly, then signed, reaching into
hi s pocket and renoving the key from his keychai n.

Fred reviewed the paperwork as if worried that Jack m ght
somehow have altered sonmething while signing, then tucked it
away into his belt.

"Go ahead and count your noney," he told Jack.

Jack's instincts were scream ng. Rather than count each
bill, he flipped through the stacks to make sure that Fred
hadn't substituted any ones for the twenties.

"We'd better be going,"” he said as soon as he had
finished.

"What ?" He couldn't tell if Heather or Fred had objected
first.

"I figured you would stay the night,"” Fred told him It
isn't anything fancy, but a | ot of ny biking buds stop here
when they're traveling so I'"mused to it."

"Appreciate it," Jack said. "But |ike Heather said,
we've got a lot to get done and frankly, anyone who gets
involved is likely to be in danger. The sooner we get out of
your hair, the better 1'Il feel about bringing you in."

Fred | ooked ready to argue but Heather cut himoff.

“1"ll come back and visit now that | know where you are,"

she told Fred. "But | suspect Jack is right about this."

Jack's sense of urgency was so strong he was al nost
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afraid that Heather and Fred would hear it when he finally |ed
Heat her down the steps and out into the street.

"Quickly," he urged. "We'll head for Dupont Circle and
doubl e back. "

Her long legs let her keep up with himas he hurried. He
coul d get used to having a woman |i ke her around, he though.
Not that he'd ever likely get the chance. The Agency
preferred its agents stay single or marry stay at hone types.
Heat her didn't seem|like the kind of woman who woul d put up
with sitting at honme waiting for himto conme honme from
what ever international hot spot had caught the Agency's
attention.

“"Are you going to tell me what you got so weird about?"
she asked. "All of a sudden |I thought you were going to go
down Fred's throat."

"He was stalling,"” Jack answered.

"He's a little nervous about governnent people," Heather
mentioned. "He isn't violent, but | think he's a bit of an
anarchi st. "

Even wel | after m dnight, Dupont Circle was far from
deserted, Jack noticed. Hookers |ooked himup and down but
backed off when Heather glared at them He had to admt that

he woul d cheerfully stonped anyone who had propositioned

Heather. Still, they didn't | ook out of place despite their
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di shevel ed appear ance.

"Al'l right, you got nervous. So why are we goi ng back?"

"They woul dn't have ki dnapped your parents if tinme wasn't
essential. And right now, | don't have a single |lead on where
t hey m ght be hol ding your parents and any other programrers
they' ve gotten their hands on. Frankly, |I'mhoping for a
break. "

"Why did you go to Fred if you didn't trust hinf"

"I never told himl was with the CIA. As far as he was
concerned, | was just another weekend biker with sonme
governnment job during the week."

"Listen, | wanted to--"

He held up a hand. "I know you were trying to warn him
about sonething. But don't you realize, everything |I'm doing,
"' mdoing as a private citizen. The CIAisn't allowed to
perform donmestic work."

"Oh, yeah. And there really were three billy goats
gruff. Conme on, Jack, | liked you a |ot nore when you were
being straight with me."

He spotted a specialty store. "Do you snoke cigars?”

"Don't chew and spit either.™

"Well fake it." Jack opened the door to the cigar bar
and snagged a seat near the wi ndow. "W've got a great view

of Fred's place from here."
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A wai tress wandered over and he ordered a coupl e of
cigars off the nenu.

"You aren't actually going to snoke those, are you?"

"One is for you so you can do what you want with it, as
|l ong as you fake enjoying it. And yes. Nornmally ny cigar
snmoking is confined to cel ebrating when col | eagues have
babi es, but 1'Il snoke one in a crunch.”

Jack had reconciled hinself to never having children.
Wth assignments that kept him out of the country for nonths
at a time, what kind of father would he be? Now, for the
first time, he realized what a sacrifice he was nmaking.

Waking up in the norning and sending a group of little

Heat hers off to school sounded a lot nmore like real life than
trying to uncover a plot to overthrow a U S. friendly

di ctator.

Heat her | ooked at himin silence for a nmonent, then broke
out laughing. "Sonetinmes, you are too yuppie for ne."

"Hey. Where else can you go where you can linger as |ong
as you want, but no one thinks its strange if you just hop up
and go?"

"\What ever . "

The waitress cane back and passed Jack the two cigars.
She waited while he rolled the hand rolled tobacco between his

hands and i nhal ed the aronm. Li ke coffee, he decided, the
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scent was a |l ot nore pleasant than the actual experience.
Finally he nodded and paid the waitress adding a generous tip.

"Knock yourself out." He handed Heat her one of the
cigars.

"There's somet hi ng happening,"” she told him

Jack pushed aside his daydreans and brought all of his
attention to the present. A dusty nmaroon van sat, engine
running in the street in front of Fred' s house. Although the
driver had turned off the headlights, he nust have been
resting his foot on the brakes because they conpletely
illum nated the area.

"CGet the license nunmber,"” he told her.

"Teach your nother to suck eggs,"” she told him "This is
my job."

He stuffed the still unlit cigar in a pocket and headed
for the door.

"Let me guess,"” Heather said as she caught up with him

"You' ve got a plan?"
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Chapter 10

Heat her coul d think of a hundred reasons why a coupl e of
guys in a van would pull up to Fred's house in the m ddle of
the night. Ninety-nine of them had nothing to do with the
case. Probably the nost likely was that a visit by a CIA
agent had spooked the always reclusive Fred and he had call ed
friends to help him nove.

Surely Fred would | eave town before he took a chance on
trusting Jack. Frankly, she wasn't sure Fred wasn't right on
this one. She admred Jack for his loyalty to his job, but it
made everything nore difficult.

"l npossi ble, actually,” she murmured to herself.

"Wat's that?"

Ch, great. She'd get Jack thinking she was sone kind of
a loon who tal ked to herself if she wasn't careful

“Not hing," she answered. "Are you going to tell me your
pl an?"

"l don't suppose you want to fall down on the ground in
front of the van?"

“1'"l'l leave that for Mary-Helen. What's the idea."

"It took about twelve mnutes for the van to get here.

That gives us a hint about how far away they started. |If we
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can get a direction, that'll narrow things down even nore."
"That's your brilliant plan?"

"Hey, you're the private eye. Tell nme what you would

"First of all, | wouldn't be here with no equi pnent and
no car, chasing goose so wild we don't even know if it honks."

"What about second?”

Heat her shook her head. Second of all, she would do
pretty nmuch what Jack was proposing. As |eads went, the van
was as likely as anything else they had to go on. That wasn't
saying a |l ot but detective work is pretty much tying up | oose
ends and pursuing unlikely clues until you find one that
connects. "There isn't nmuch off-street parking around here.
If they really are nearby, make sure you can identify the van
and we'll have a good clue."

"Twel ve mnutes at thirty mles an hour gives us about a
hundred square mles to search for a m ssing van."

He stopped abruptly and stared out the w ndow.

She followed the direction of his gaze and saw three nen
run from Fred's house. Each carried their hands close to
their chests and all wore jackets despite the nmuggy Washi ngton
heat. Jack's theory that Fred had called in the terrorists
started | ooking a | ot better.

"What next?" she asked.
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"l suggest you go to the bathroom™

"l beg your pardon?' Admttedly they had spent the
previ ous night together, although right now it seened like a
mllion years ago. Still, he was stepping way over the |ine
wi th that comment.

"They're going through the notions,"” he explained. "I

doubt that they really think we'll be hangi ng out here.
Still, they're looking for a couple. [If they see a man
sitting alone, they aren't likely to investigate further."

"That would go as well for nme. Why don't you be the one
who | eaves?"

He | ooked unconfortable. "How about because within two
m nutes of nme |eaving, you wouldn't be al one?"

Heat her stood and headed for the washroom Despite her
bedraggl ed appearance, or maybe because of it, she'd attracted
the attention of several of the nmen at the cigar bar. Jack
was probably right. Naturally Heather wouldn't actually admt
it to him He'd never let her live that one down.

In contrast to the stuffy cigar bar, the woman's room was
a hotbed of social activity. She was able to borrow an
eyeliner and a hairbrush and nmanaged to repair sonme of the
damage that had been done by the too | ong day.

"Your boyfriend is a real sweetheart,” a tall platinum

bl onde told her. "I wouldn't let nyself get so run down
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around himif it was ne."

"Thanks," Heat her said through clenched teeth. All she
needed was advice from some woman who had probably majored in
cheerl eading and m nored in making other women suffer.

“It's all right. And I've never seen such a bad col or
job. Want ne to give you the name of a decent hairdresser?”

Heat her shook her head. "I don't think |I'd want anything
t hat brassy, nyself."

"oh, catty. | was only trying to help."

"Yeah, right." Trying to help herself to Jack was nore
like it, Heather thought.

"Darling, are you alnost finished?" Jack's voice sounded
t hrough t he door.

"Alnost," she called back sparing a wicked smle to the
bl onde.

"A couple of them wal ked in and | ooked around,"” Jack told
her when she energed.

"l don't suppose they nentioned their address and phone
nunber . "

"1 overhear them saying that they thought this was a
waste of time, and that Jones is in trouble with the big
bosses. "

"They were just talking about it in public?"

"l guess they didn't think anyone here coul d understand
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Arabic."

She nodded. She had to get out of the habit of

underestimating Jack. It figured that a Cl A agent would have
sone | anguage skills. "Does that help us?"

He shrugged. "My coll ege professors always told ne that
know edge is good. | can't see how this one will help us but

who knows?"
"So what's next?"
"I figure they'll head for Connecticut Avenue. |'IlIl head

for Dupont Circle and you can go north and see if they go that

way. "

"Ri ght."

"Only one thing."

Sonething in his tone made her turn toward him "Wat's
t hat."

"Take care of yourself."™ Before she could react, he put
hi s hand behi nd her head, pulled her to her, and kissed her so
hard that her |ips kept tingling even after he pulled away.

"You too," she finally said, glad that her voice didn't

conpletely betray her ranpant enotions.

Jack meandered toward Dupont Circle, w ndow shopping at
the stores that seened to feature European style suits that a

man woul dn't be caught dead in and | eather goods that a man
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could only fantasize actually talking a woman into wearing.

A coupl e of wonmen caught his eye and sm |l ed but he shook
his head. It was a good sign though. Wherever prostitutes
appear, taxis are close behind. Wth luck he m ght actually

be able to do better than just note the direction the van

went .

A large truck hid the van as it drove by, its headlights
on dimand its tail lights strangely darkened.

Fortunately for him the van stayed on the circle three
quarters of the way around. Still, by the tinme he caught a

cabby's attention, it had vanished into the night.

"Go north on Connecticut,” he told the driver wearily.
“I'"'mlooking for a woman with dark hair and--"

"Hey, don't mess with these girls on the street," the
driver urged. "If you're lonely, |I know a place you can go.
Meet sonme girls won't rip you off."

"Just drive north," Jack repeated. "I'Il tell you when
to stop."

The driver muttered sonet hi ng about people who don't know
what's good for them but followed Jack's instructions.

Jack decided he'd be better off paying attention to what
was going on outside the cab than listening to the driver.

Heat her seened to blend in with the surroundi ngs.

Unfortunately, those surroundings were wonmen of the night and
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Heat her seened to be attracting her share of attention, nostl
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from hookers concerned that she had intruded into their space.

"Over here," Jack call ed.

Heat her gave a little wave to her conpetition and
sashayed to the cab. "Want a date, sailor.”

He opened the door. "Let's get out of here.”

"Where to?" the driver asked as Heat her got in.

Jack frowned. "lIs there anyplace affordable around
her e?"

"Ask her. She's probably got a place where she gets a
ki ckback. "

"1'"m asking you."

The cabby snarled but put the taxi in gear. "Tell them
t hat Bernie brought you and they'll give you ten percent off,
he told themas he pulled up in front of what | ooked |ike an
apartnment building rather than a notel.

Jack noticed that the driver had managed to find a place
ri ght outside the pickup zone so he could jack up his fare.
He deci ded that now was not the time to qui bble. For once,
Heat her seened to agree.

"You're sure we can stay here?" she asked.

"Sure, sure,"” the driver replied. "They always seemto
have room "

Jack | ooked at his watch, surprised to see that it was
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only two in the norning. Years before, he had gone fifty
straight hours in a job in Afghanistan. He didn't renmenber
feeling nearly as tired then as he did now. Maybe he was
getting ol d.

After paying the driver, he and Heather entered the
bui I di ng.

Evidently the driver had steered them straight in this
di mension, at least. A man sat at a desk in front of a
pegboard covered with keys.

"Twel ve dollars an hour," the woman sai d.

"How rmuch for a night?"

The woman rai sed her eyebrows. "There going to be other
women or just the two of you?"

"Just the two of us," he answered.

"Right. Fifty dollars.™

"Forty," he argued. The ten dollars didn't matter, but
the woman was |ikely to get suspicious if he was too willing
to pay. The only way a place like this could stay in business
was with at |least tacit support fromthe police. In exchange
for that support, the police would expect a report on anything
t hat | ooked suspi ci ous.

"Forty-five."

He frowned, but dug into his pocket and paid the woman.

Heat her stunbled as she stepped into the room then
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headed for the shower. "If |I'mnot out in an hour, wake ne
up," she told him

He gave the room as careful a search as he could w thout
any equi pnment, |ooking for any bugs or hidden caneras. Just
because he didn't find anything didn't nean they weren't
there. 1t could nean this place was a |lot nore inportant than
it |ooked.

"I"'mcomng in," he called.

"“About tinme," Heather answered.

That sounded |i ke one hell of an invitation so he popped
open the door and stepped into the steanmy bathroom To find
Heat her tragically decent. Even though she'd left the shower
on, she had wrapped a towel around her hair and anot her around
her body.

"I'f we speak softly, we won't be overheard," she told
hi m

"They have equi prent that can electronically renove the
sound of the shower."

"They aren't going to use that on every roomin every two
bit hooker hotel in the city. So what are we going to do
next ?"

"1 was thinking about sleeping for a week," he answered.
"But first, | wanted to try this."

After the day they'd been through, he wasn't certain how
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Heat her woul d react to his touch. They'd spent the day
running fromone threat or another and neither of them had
really been able to find a nonent alone to think about what
| ast nights | ovemaki ng had nmeant, whether it was just a
reaction to danger or sonething real. Certainly things felt
real to him

Her lips nmet his and she wrapped her arns around him

Then she pushed gently away. "If you expect ne to kiss
you, you'd better shower,"” she told him

"Hey, you're pretty tough for a pacifist,” he said.

She gave hima funny |l ook. "I know you're kidding, but |
suspect you really think that."

He stopped. Despite hinmself, Heather's foibles, her
veget ari ani sm and pacifism had | et her categorize her. She
al ways seenmed to surprise himpartly because she really was a
surprising person, but also partly because he had allowed his
reactions to her beliefs cloud his judgnent.

"You caught me," he admtted. "So often I'm stuck having
to nmake decisions at a nmonents notice on totally inconplete
know edge. |'ve done that with you even when | didn't have
to."

Heat her waved aside his apology. "lIt's no big deal."
"It is, though. We aren't going to be able to pull this

thing off if we don't put everything we have into it. One
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thing I should bring is uninpaired judgment."

"Now there's an inpossible dream™

She seened totally confortable talking to himwhile
wearing nothing but a danp towel that seemed suspended as mnuch
by sinply sticking to her wet skin as by the | oose knot at the
top. Jack decided to follow Heather's advise and take that
shower. He'd make it a cold one.

"Would you m nd helping ne with ny hair?" Heather asked
as he stepped out and wapped the last, far too small, towel
around his m dsection.

"What's the problen?" O her than | ooking wet, with the
sprayed in black washed out, her hair |ooked totally normal to
hi m

"Sonetinmes | wonder whether guys really are a different
species. M hair is a weck. | can't even get a conb through
it."

He took the conmb from her and started in.

Heat her drifted between sl eep and waking. Jack's strong
hands and gentle touch gave her a peaceful feeling that she
craved nore than anything in the world. Certainly her parents
had done their best for her, but their circunstances |eft them
dependent on her for protection as nuch as they were able to

protect them Even before she had started school, she had
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known to watch every word, every gesture. Jack made her feel
t hat she could be herself, that she could say or do whatever
she wanted. He would protect her.

His hand trenbled slightly as it rested agai nst her cheek
and she realized how hard it nust be for himto resist the
obvi ous desire that he felt for her and sinply touch her.

She didn't intend to be a tease, but right now she needed
his confort nore than she needed his desire. She ignored her
own body's response to him concentrating on the warm feelings
of caring and cherishing that washed fromhimto her and, she
hoped, back again to him

"That should do it,"” she finally adm tted, many m nutes
after he'd untangled the |ast snarl.

"Now what ?" he asked, his voice husky with a desire he
coul dn't suppress.

"Now we sleep,"” she told him Mich though she wanted to
make | ove to him she needed to be sure that she wasn't just
respondi ng to his nearness and the dangers that they'd
escaped. She had cone to care for himas a person and want ed
to protect himfromwhat she knew she eventually nmust admt to
him More conplications, nore physical involvenment, would
only make things nore difficult.

"Sl eep?" he repeated, making it a question.

"You know, when you lay still and nothing happens.”
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"Oh, sleep." Jack sounded sad but not surprised.

She took his hand and |led himto the |one bed, a double,
that filled nost of the tiny bedroom

The mattress was |unpy and sagged |i ke a hamopck when she
sat on it. It was the npbst confortable thing she'd ever
experienced.

"And | paid good money for this," Jack conpl ai ned.

"Tell me about it in the norning,"” Heather told him
rolling over so her back was to him

Jack took her advice. 1In less than a mnute, the sound
of his soft breathing informed her that he had drifted to
sl eep.

Heat her needed sl eep so badly she couldn't find it.

Jack shifted in his sleep, one of his arms curling over
her, his hand gently pushing aside the towel she still wore
and seizing one of her breasts. He gave a sign of
sati sfaction, then breathed deeply again.

Obvi ously he was havi ng pl easant dreans because she felt
t he growi ng hardness of his arousal press agai nst her hips.

Finally she drifted off to sleep--and dreanmed of naking
| ove to Jack.

When she awakened the next norning, she knew that she had

lost all will to resistance. Hi s whole body cupped hers and

his arm casually slipped between her own arm and her body,
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brushed agai nst her breasts. Right then, if Jack had even
hi nted, she would have junped his bones. She couldn't even
deci de whether to be relieved or angered when he stepped
directly into the shower.

He had | eft the bathroom door slightly ajar, probably
because the warped wood woul dn't close all the way, but no
cl ouds of steam enmerged. She enjoyed a grin. |If he had to
t ake anot her cold shower, he wasn’'t finding this any easier
t han she was.

She picked up the conb where he'd left it and ran it
t hrough her hair.

Her body tingled from where Jack had touched her as they
sl ept, her breasts felt swollen fromwhere he'd caressed it.

The sound of the shower cut off abruptly, Jack's curses
i ndicating that the sudden stop wasn't his idea.

"What's the probl enf?”

"We're out of water."

He enmerged fromthe bathroom |ather still dripping from
hi s soaking body that his thin towel barely covered and gl ared
at yesterday's cl othing.

“I'f we can find sonething to change into, we will. But
we've got to get going. | have a feeling that today is our
| ast chance,"” she told him

"You nean because it's Sunday?"
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"They' Il want to unl eash their sabotage on a Monday.

That will give the | ongest period before a weekend when nost
busi ness shuts down anyway. "

He nodded. "I was thinking the same thing. At |east I
was while the water |asted.”

"Just as well | got cleaned up last night," she told him
"Not that a | ong soak doesn't sound good right now. "

The fire in his eyes indicated that his idea of Heather
in the shower involved a lot nore than just a |ong soak.

He grabbed his T-shirt and shorts and headed back to the
bat hroom | eavi ng her a few m nutes of privacy to put on her
own overused jeans and top.

"You | ook perfect,"” Jack told her when he enmerged a few
m nutes | ater.

"l take it that means you have a plan.”

He | aughed. "I'm beginning to regret ever telling you
that | can always cone up with a plan. It's coning back to
haunt me a few tines to many."

"Cone on," she coaxed. "Let's hear it."

"Are you sure you don't want to play it by ear?"

Heat her shuddered against her will. Too nmuch of her life
had been running wthout a plan as her parents pinballed from
saf e house to safe house wi thout any concept of where they

woul d end up or how they could stop running eventually. "I
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think I'd better hear it."

"l don't suppose you want to tell me what's going on in
your head?" he asked softly. Obviously he'd seen her
instinctive reaction.

“"I"'mjust the kind of person who likes to know who's
going to be shooting at ne fromwhat angle,” she told him

"Sure."” He didn't |look |ike he believed she was telling
the whole truth, but he also didn't |look Iike he'd push it.
“"Al'l right, then, here's the plan. Step one, we change our
| ook again. Odds are, Fred bl ew our disguises. Step two, we
find the van we spotted last night. There isn't much off
street parking around here so |I'mbetting that we'll find it
in a parking structure. Step three, we survey whatever places
the van is near. Step four, we call for help.”

"l have a problemw th step four."” Last time Jack had

call ed for anything, the shit had hit the fan and it was still

flying.

He shrugged again. "I have to admt the plan breaks down
alittle. Still, I"'mnot going to try another Janmes Bond
stunt and do it all nyself--" he held out a hand to cut off

her objection, "even with your assistance."
"Why don't we change step four to just figuring out what
to do about next, once we find the van?"

"I was thinking about putting it nore |ike that but |
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didn't know whet her that would meet your definition of a
pl an."

"It doesn't. Now let's go."

Sonetime during the previous twenty-four hours, they had
slipped into a camaraderie that was deeper and nore neani ngf ul
than any of the relationshi ps Heat her had ever been in before,
even though they had barely exchanged a ki ss since the
previ ous ni ght when they'd made | ove.

&oi ng back on the run woul d be worse than ever, she knew,
when she renmenbered this brief interlude of an incredibly
special relationship. She alnpst wanted to forget everything.
There were other agents, after all. Surely soneone else was
wor king on the case. After all of the news about hackers and
viruses, the information systens establishnments of the | arge
conpani es targeted by the terrorists should have inpl enmented
firewalls that would protect at |east their core systens.

Only none of that mattered. She couldn’t |let Jack rescue
her parents. They' d face the death penalty for the stupid
ki ds' prank committed alnost thirty years before. Equally,
she realized, it wouldn't work. Jack could hardly continue a
woman who woul d use their relationship to keep him from doi ng
his job.

They headed out of the building dropping off their key at

the front desk and headed for Dupont Circle.



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 221

"We'll change twice," Jack told her

"Right," she agreed. As a private investigator, she had
only rarely gotten into a situation where she couldn't just go
back to whatever base she had created and change costumes or
regroup. Jack, on the other hand, nmust have spent plenty of
time in unfriendly areas. Miltiple clothing changes was
probably hel pful in throwing off the scent if anyone was
continuing the search they'd abandoned the previous night.

He found a dinme store and picked out a pair of painters
pants and a polo shirt for himself and an incredibly ugly
dress for her.

"You don't seriously expect me to wear this?" she asked
hi m

"It's only the start,” he said. "Next stop, we go al
out."

She didn't |ike the sound of that and | ooked around to
see if she could find shoes that woul d keep the outfit from
becom ng a total disaster. Before she had any |uck, Jack
thrust a pair of clunky white punps at her.

"1've never worn anything that ugly," she conpl ai ned.

"Do you think I want to wear these?"

She figured he would | ook |ike a rather handsome and wel |
built preppy in his polo shirt so she didn't understand what

he was conpl ai ni ng about but she'd agreed to his plan so she
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m ght as well go along with him

He grabbed a can of brown hair spray and a package of
di sposabl e razors as he headed for the cash register.

"Shoul d we buy any tool s?" she asked.

"l already told you | don't plan on going in nyself."

She scooped up a couple of cans of Mace and added themto
his collection, letting himpretend to ignore them She'd
i ved through enough of Jack's plans, barely, to realize that
betting on the contingencies was taking the safe ganble.

He tossed a couple of packages of donuts on top of the
pile and paid out of the stack of bills Fred had given him

"We won't have time to sit down and eat," he expl ai ned
when they |left the store, [oot in hand.

"1've eaten worse on stakeouts,"” she told himreaching
for one of the donut packages.

"l don't suppose you're interested in coconut?" he asked.

"Chocol ate. "

"Damm. "

He handed over the package of chocol ate donuts with such
a pitiful look that Heather couldn't help herself. "1'Ill go
hal ves with you," she told him

"Thanks. "

He wol fed down his donuts like a, well, like a wolf, she

deci ded. Like a predator over his kill, enjoying what he had
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while still keeping an eye out for any potential danger or
anyt hing that prom sed better fare than what he had.

They changed in a bookstore and he handed her both her
cl othes and the can of hair col oring.

"1 thought you were going to change your hair," she told
hi m

"I wish," he nuttered.

She stuffed her jeans and top in the trash, covering the
lot with a couple of paper towels so no curious eyes would see
anyt hi ng suspicious. Then, after |ooking under the stalls to
make sure no one would come out at the wong time, she cl osed
her eyes and let | oose with the brown spray.

Her hairdresser, she decided, would never forgive her for
what she was doing to her hair. Still, the coloring |ooked
nat ural enough, at |east conpared to the goth-black it had
been before.

Unfortunately, the shade Jack had sel ected could only be
termed nousy.

Still, she poofed her hair out as nuch as she could and
deci ded that she didn't |ook terrible.

"That won't do," Jack's voice behind her said as she
enmerged fromthe rest room

She started to turn but felt Jack's hands on her back.

He pull ed her hair back and used rubber bands to knot it
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into pig tails.

"Nobody wears pig tails,” she told him

"Shut your eyes."

She obeyed and he turned her

around, then started dabbin

at her face with what felt |ike makeup.

"What, are you ny makeup consultant now?" she asked.

"Don't move," he coached, fi
He pushed her forward, then
She didn't recognize either

the mrror.

ni shing his hurried job.
"open your eyes."

of the two people she saw in
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Chapter 11

The worman in the mrror opened her mouth at the same time
as Heather, confirm ng her worst suspicions.

"What in the world are we supposed to be?"

Wth her pony tails and the makeup job Jack had appli ed,
she |l ooked like a college girl froma school that had never
bothered to | eave the nineteen fifties. Jack had given
himself a crew cut and | ooked |like a football player.

"We aren't conpletely there yet, but the |look is your
basic religious-kids-on-m ssion."

"Where'd you conme up with that bizarre idea?"

"Shoot, you see them everywhere in the world. No matter
how bad the nei ghborhood, no one thinks it odd to see a couple
of kids on mssion."

"1 don't know if anyone has nmentioned it to you | ately,
but it's been a few years since | was coll ege age."

"Peopl e never | ook at kids on mssion. If they |ook them
in the eye, they're afraid they m ght get converted."

It made as nuch sense as anything had | ately.

In fifteen mnutes, Jack found a store that seened to
make a living selling outfits for nerds, a sort of so out its

cool type of place, and he selected hinmself a pair of straight
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w ngtips, and a

bel t,

white socks,

cl unky
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white shirt.

"No tie?" she asked.

"Huh-uh, but I'll button the shirt up all the way," he
answer ed.

He repl aced her already clunky shoes with penny |oafers
and knee socks, but left her in the boring dress.

"Satisfied?" she asked, as she stepped out of the gas
station.

"Not quite." He handed her a bl ack | eat her-bound book.

"What the heck is this?"

“"Actually it's a dictionary. Don't |et anyone |ook at it
and we'll pass it off as a Bible."

"Right." |If she could pretend to be a door to door
makeup sal eswoman to serve papers, she could play Jack's angle
t 0o.

"And | have these."” He pointed at two of the nost
anci ent | ooking ten speeds she'd ever seen.

"Where did you turn those treasures up?"

"I rented themfor the day. Don't conplain, they
definitely fit the imge."

"How am | supposed to ride wearing this?" she asked
gesturing at her dress.

"The girls nmodel is for you." He lifted a bike on each

shoul der and headed toward the M Street.
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She trail ed, wondering whether anyone would buy his nerd
act. The funky white shirt didn't hide his broad shoul ders or
the solid bulges of his muscles under it. His unlined face
coul d have bel onged to the coll ege jock he was pretending to
be, but his eyes held too many nmenories of ancient pain to
bel ong.

He handed her bi ke over to her, mounted his in a snooth
notion, and headed back toward Dupont Circle.

Heat her wobbl ed after hi m wonderi ng when she had | ast
ri dden a bike. The nobst recent nmenory she coul d dredge up
i nvol ved renoving training wheels. Her |ack of expertise
didn't prom se that she'd ridden nmuch since that historic day.

Jack suffered fromno such limtations. He pedal ed
steadily, somehow not |eaving her behind no matter how slowy
she foll owed.

As they rode, the neighborhood transformed fromthe
hi ghly renovated and gentrified nei ghborhood around Dupont
Circle to cheaply thrown up housing build during World War 11
and not extensively repaired since then.

"1'"'mopen to suggestions,” he told her

"How many programrers does your agency think they'd need
to pull sonmething like this off?"

"Even a couple could do a | ot of danmmge."

"They don't want to do a | ot of damage. They want to
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shut down the econony. The CIA is supposed to be good at
| ooki ng at contingency plans. How many programers do they
think they'd need to do the job?"

That was need-to-know, of course. He decided that
Heat her had a plenty valid need to know right now. "At |east
fifty, working for an average of two nonths."

"l started getting calls about six nonths ago so let's
assunme that they started small and grew. They'd have to have
at | east seventy-five now with any type of growth curve, even
with the extra tine."

Hi s agency had cal cul ated sonet hing al ong those |ines but
managenent had rejected the possibility that such a | arge
operation could be kept secret.

Heat her dism ssed that conclusion. "Keeping it secret
woul dn't be that hard. Lots of programmers are here on
student visas anyway, and they're a pretty mgratory bunch.
No one would think twice if a group of them vani shed.™

"Al'l right. So we're |ooking for a place big enough for
seventy-five or so programers.”

"And at | east twenty guards,"” she added.

"l was going to say thirty. The only one |'ve seen tw ce
so far is Smth."

"Let's say a hundred people in all. That's a | ot of

people, a lot of food, and a fair anmount of space.”
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Jack | ooked at the | ow density housing they were riding
through. "It's a sure bet they wouldn't spread out over a
nei ghborhood like this. There's no way they could keep the
programmers fromtalking."

He picked up the pace.

Once Heat her retrieved her balance from her |ong
forgotten youth, she found she actually enjoyed bicycling
t hrough Washi ngton. She bani shed a stray thought that, under
different circumstances, this type of an outing could al npst
be ternmed a date. Circunstances weren't different. Despite
t he passion they had shared, she and Jack coul d never date,
never spend purely social hours together. Wy couldn't he

have been a plunmber or sonmething instead of a government

spook?

Jack grinned at her. "W've got a lot of ground to
cover."

She gritted her teeth and pedal ed harder. "I can keep
up. "

Despite her words, she knew that Jack was hol di ng back
for her. As a PI, she felt she owed it to her clients to keep
herself in shape. Still, bicycling seened to hit nuscles that
her normal workout routine ignored. |f she was |ucky enough
to survive the day, she might regret it when she got up

t onorrow.
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Jack thought Heather made a pretty good m ssionary. He
hadn't expected her to conplain. She'd die first. Still, she
was doing a good job keeping up with himeven though he
bi cycl ed a couple of tines a week.

He shoul d have uglied her up a little, but he hadn't been
able to bring hinmself to do so. Now, though, the exercise was
bringing color to her face, making her | ook ever nore
whol esome, but just a little too sensual for a supposed
m ssionary.

"That's a possibility.” She pointed at an abandoned
strip shopping center. Build in the death throes of the
Savi ngs and Loan I ndustry, these shopping centers seenmed to
litter America |like pigeon droppings litter New York's Centra
Par k.

"Remenber the cross streets,” he told her. "I don't want
to break into anything until we're sure we've checked all the
likely spots.”

M nutes later, they spotted an ideal situation. They
city had bought up an entire city block of row houses, then
typically ran out of noney before they were able to do
what ever they intended with the property. The houses sat,
boarded up and taped off. Yet as they passed, they saw cl ear

signs that soneone had taken up residency in the condemed
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bui | di ngs--piles of smashed beer bottles underneath the open
Wi ndows.

"That's a second possibility," Heather commented.

"The beer bottles surprise ne. Drinking is against their
religion."

"It certainly isn't against progranmmers religion. Now if
we found a few thousand enpty pizza boxes, we'd know it was
them for certain.”

They rounded the conplex but didn't see any nore definite
signs of life and certainly no nountain of pizza cartons.

"You think that's it?" Heather asked.

He | ooked upward at one of the ugliest buildings he'd
ever seen outside the old Soviet Union.

It towered at least fifteen stories tall, making it the
| argest building in the nei ghborhood and one of the highest in
the city where traditionally no structure can rise higher than
t he Capitol building.

"Do you have any idea what this is?"

"1 know exactly what it is. 1've tried to serve papers
here."

"I1'1l bite."

"It's a housing project.”

"1 should have guessed. Only governnents can build this

ugly."
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"It's a third possibility,"” she told him

"Wouldn't the adm nistrators make sure that only | ega
residents |live here?"

Heat her | aughed. "You're kidding, right? These pl aces
are regul arly taken over by gangs and drug deal ers. And that
was before the governnent cutbacks.”

“"Al'l right, it's a third possibility," Jack admtted
against his will. Still, it was difficult to believe that
terrorists could take over an inhabited building wthout
anyone noti cing.

Anot her hal f hour of pedaling through the streets of
Nort hwest Washington didn't yield any nore possibilities.

"Let's do sone detecting,"” he suggested.

"Great." Her face |lit up like he'd told her it was
Christnmas. "Let's start at that boarded up bl ock of row
houses. It should be the easiest.”

She pushed herself a little harder, getting sonme velocity
out of that ancient ten-speed. Already she |ooked Iike she'd

ridden all of her life.

Heat her felt like she'd been riding forever. She had to
force herself to keep pedaling because her |egs shook so hard
she didn't know whether she'd be able to stand up if she

stopped. Jack, of course, |ooked as fresh as he had that
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norni ng. Despite the heat, he hardly even seened to be
sweating. She didn't think he was breathing hard, although
she couldn't hear nuch over the roar of her own pulse in her
head.

She' d suggested the row houses because they were cl osest
rather than for any detective reasons and felt a little guilty
about it. Still, although Jack seened enanored about the
shoppi ng center, she didn’t think Jones and conmpany woul d have
set yesterday's trap in something so simlar to where they
actually headquartered. The row houses really were the best
guess.

Jack rang the little bell on his bike and she | ooked to
see what was happeni ng. Somehow they had arrived while she
concentrated on how m serabl e she was.

"Remenber, lots of smling and a breathy excitenent about
how you are saving the world," Jack told her.

"Sure." She could manage breathy and that woul d have to
do. Woman's style bikes made it possible to ride in a dress;
they certainly didn't make it confortable.

Jack led the way to a Cape Cod style brick house across
the street fromthe boarded up row houses and | ocked their
bi kes to a light post. “W’'I| start with the neighbors.”

He waited for her, cleverly not saying anything about how

slowy she was noving or about the fact that her smle
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probably wasn't the world s npst convincing.

She rem nded herself of Jack's snooth assurance that no
one paid any attention to m ssionaries. Wat if they ran into
someone who really wanted to tal k about religion? Everything
she knew about being a m ssionary had been scanned from
magazi nes she'd read in the dentist's office. |If only she'd
had a few nore cavities she nm ght have a fighting chance.

No one answered at the first home and they trudged to the
next, then the next. Finally, just as Heather had deci ded
that the entire world was at work, an woman opened her door a
coupl e of inches and peered at them

"1'"'m not buying anything,"” she assured them

"That's good," Jack told her. "Because we're giving, not
t aki ng. "

Heat her tuned up her smle a little. Normally she was as
good with the gab as the next person. Normally she hadn't
been killing herself on a chain driven torture machi ne.

"Yeah, sure. Lot's of people conme knocking door to door
and then give things away."

Jack shifted his weight slightly, somehow making hinself
look a little smaller and |l ess threatening. Like a grown up
t eddy bear, Heather thought. No woman, not even a suspici ous
worman | i ke the one they faced, could resist him

"This | ooks |i ke a wonderful neighborhood.” Jack's
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gesture took in the entire surroundi ngs.

"Yeah. It used to be. Then the city noved in. They
were going to build sone sort of recreation center across the
street, then they ran out of noney. Typical."

"Does it cause many problenms? We're thinking about
nmovi ng nearby to set up our m ssion. A dangerous nei ghborhood
woul dn't bother nme. Still, |I've got to be responsible for
Heat her."

"Get a few honel ess people conm ng and going, | guess.”

For the next ten m nutes, Jack put on an inpressive
di splay of interview ng technique, uncovering a dozen facts
about the neighborhood that Heather was certain the woman
didn't know she was revealing. |f he ever went into the
detecti ve business, she would have a tough conpetitor, she
deci ded, wondering if he could be the only effective nenmber of
America' s insanely inefficient ClIA

Unfortunately, despite all Jack's skills, all he | earned
about the buildings across the street was that she hadn't
noticed any 'foreigns' in the conplex. O anyone el se except
a few governnment inspectors.

"Bl ess you for sharing your tine with us," Heather told
her as they left.

"Now you all come back and visit me after you're settled

in," the woman told them "I like to think I'mas religious
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as the next body, but it never hurts to have soneone to put in
a good word upstairs, does it?"

"I ndeed it does not," Jack agreed.

He seened to slide into a disguise naturally. Heather
had al ways enjoyed that part of being a detective, but for her
it was work. She had to profile her new character, what they
woul d say or do in conmon circunstances. Jack would change
his personality as easily as a couch potato would change a
channel

"That doesn't | ook good,"” she told him

"No,” Jack agreed. “We can cone back to it if we have
to. For now, though, let's see if we can cross off the
housi ng project."”™ He mounted his bike.

When they reached the project, Jack secured their bikes
to a cast iron fence and held the doorway open for her.

The entire project snelled of disinfectant, stale
cigarettes--both tobacco and ot herw se--and sweat.

Jack and Heat her went up and down the hallways knocking
on doors.

Blaring nusic and TVs indicated that soneone was at hone;
no one seened inclined to answer their knock.

They were about to clinb to the second floor when a | arge
man dressed in baggy jeans and an African print shirt stepped

out into the hallway and confronted them
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"You with the government?" he demanded.

Heat her stared at his gang tattoo, then shook her head.
“l try never to have anything to do with the governnent," she
told himhonestly. These |ast few days with Jack were an
aberration. An aberration soon to end.

"We're sharing the good news," Jack told the man. "Have
you given serious thought to the state of your soul.” His

voi ce was so earnest that Heather alnmpbst fell for it herself.

"My soul is fine. |I'mjust wondering whether your soul
m ght be planning on maki ng an unexpected detour."” He stepped
closer, until his face was only inches from Jack’s.

Heat her knew that Jack coul d take care of himself under
normal circunstances. Still, the man was pretty clearly a
menber of a gang. They m ght never make it out of the
building if Jack of fended him

Before she could interrupt, Jack answered him

"You don't sound very happy with your sinful life,
br ot her."
"You're right about the sinful part. So sinful | don't

really think beating the crap out of two kids is going to add
much when judgnment day rolls around.”

"lIt's com ng sooner than you think," Jack told him

For once, Jack was telling the truth. |[If they didn't

find the terrorists, the entire country could find itself in a
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world of hurt.

"1l worry about that when it happens.”

"Even though you may feel alone, you should know t hat
sonmeone cares," Jack expl ai ned.

"You' ve never lived in a project if you think feeling
alone is a problem W' re knee deep in people here.”

"Why is that?" Heat her broke in.

"You let her lip off like that?" the man asked Jack, not
even bothering to | ook at Heat her.

"Any nmouth can testify the truth,” Jack told him

"I don't believe this." The man turned to |eave.

"Has anything strange been going on here?" Jack probed.
He dropped his sweet boy on m ssionary voice and used one that
their new friend m ght have heard a thousand tinmes--the voice
of authority.

"Who are you guys anyway?" He spun back around and
| ooked at Jack closely. Then he |aughed. "Sonetines | get a
little paranoid. [1'Ill tell you, lots has been going on. The
key is that the Reds have taken over here. Things should get
better now. "

"1 beg your pardon," Heather interjected.
The man ignored her.
"Reds?" Jack asked.

"You know, the gang I'min. Why do you think |I'm wasting
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my time with you. |'m supposed to figure out what you are
doing. The gang doesn't |ike strangers wal king in and
di srupti ng business."

"So you haven't got a lot of strangers?”

This time the man actually | ooked at Heather. "O course
we get strangers. We're running a business here. And a
coupl e of whites who |look |like they were pulled right off the
police acadeny line aren't hel ping business."

"I think we should take this nice man's hint," Heat her
told Jack. They weren't going to get a lot nore out of him
and pretty clearly he was the only person they were allowed to
speak to.

"What's your nanme, brother?" Jack asked.

"Around here they call me Razor," the man replied.

"Thi nk about the good news, then Razor."

"I hear some, I'll think about it," Razor told them He
held up his hand to forestall Jack's response. "Don't give ne
any nore of this sin stuff. | heard it all ny life and it

hasn't done ne a |ick of good."

Heat her grasped Jack by the arm and physically dragged
himfromthe project.

Qut si de, broken chains lay where they had left their
bi kes.

"Now what ?" Heat her asked.
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Jack wasn't surprised that the bikes hadn't survived the
visit to the project. They were another casualty of this
nmess.

"Any suggestions?" he asked Heat her.

"We could catch a cab."

Jack | aughed. Even though Heather |ived in Washi ngton,
she didn't seemto have a concept of what this type of place
meant. The chances of catching a taxi this near a housing
proj ect were zero.

"Now we wal k," he told her.

Heat her was |linping by the time they reached the strip
mal | . He had sel ected her shoes for the disguise value rather
than for confort and now Heather had to pay the price.

It was, he decided, an apt netaphor for this entire
experience. Wy hadn't he sent Heather to soneplace safe when
he had the chance? That first night, before the crap really
hit the fan, he could have dropped her at a CI A safe house.

His feelings toward Heat her bounced around |ike a
pi nball. She was one of the best partners he'd ever had and
she'd saved his life. Yet, even though he'd worked wth
femal e partners before, he felt nore protective of Heather
than he had with them O course she didn't have the benefit

of agency training, nor was she being paid to put her |life at
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risk.

He headed toward a gas station kitty-corner fromthe
strip mall. While Heather tried to repair her feet in the
rest room he bought a couple of sandw ches and sodas. One
thing for sure, he hadn't gained any wei ght over the past few
days.

Heat her returned, took one | ook at the sandw ch, and
pushed it back to him "Vegetarian, renmenber?"

That limted her choices. On the bright side, he
woul dn't have any probl ens managi ng the second sandw ch
himsel f. He was starved after a day on bicycles.

"Any place good to eat around here?" Heat her asked the
service station manager.

The man cowered behind his Plexiglas shield, |ooking as
if no one had ever spoken civilly to himbefore. "No," he
finally rasped out.

"There's got to be soneplace,” she continued.

"You don't like what |I've got, get lost,"” the man told

her .

"That shopping mall across the way," she waved vaguely in
its direction, "it have anyplace | can get sonething a little
heal t hy?"

Jack woul dn't have undertaken the questioning this way,

but it seened effective. The attendant was getting positively
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riled. |If she could get him angry enough, he just mght tell
her things he wouldn't normally say just to prove how w ong
she coul d be.

"You hard of hearing or sonething,"” her nenesis ground
out. "I tell you, there's no place."

"l saw a place there that said it has a Chinese buffet.”

"Look, lady. That mall is closed. | nmean everything."

"That's hard to believe. One or two stores may go out of
busi ness but not an entire shopping center.”

"You think I"mcrazy, |ook out the w ndow. "

Heat her wal ked to the wi ndow and stared out. "There are
cars in the lot," she announced.

"Get a grip, lady. Those cars all have for sale signs on
them People use vacant parking lots to sell their cars.”

“"I'd think it a place like this be a good |ocation."

"You'd think wong. As soon as | turn sixty-five, | shut
down this service station and there's nothing left."

"l can't believe all those buil dings going to waste.

Maybe people could use themfor office space or club

meeti ngs. "
"Maybe, |ady. And maybe I'Il win the lottery. Except |
won't and they don't. No one wants to come here. It's not

cl ose enough to downtown and it's not out in the suburbs.”

"1'll bet people use the buildings for sonething, though.
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Come on, tell me you haven't seen |lights on over there at
ni ght when no one was supposed to be there.”

"All right, 1'lIl tell you. | see lights all the tine.
Fl ashing |ights when the police check it out. Any nore,
they’'re there every night. Ever since a couple of fires got
started there a few nonths ago. Now if you don't want
anyt hing, why don't you get out of here.™

It would have taken Jack twice as long to get the sane
information fromthe man and even then, he would have had to
doubl e-check. Heather had tw sted the attendant around her
finger, ending up with exactly what she needed whil e naking
himfeel like the big winner. Jack could get used to a woman
like this.

Soneti me over the past day, he had stopped thinking of
Heat her as purely part of the case and started thinking of her
as soneone he wanted to be part of his life after it was over.
In fact, for the first tine, he let hinmself consider the
possibility wi nning back his overseas job m ght be a m xed
bl essing. He didn't want a boring desk job here, but he

didn't want to be ten thousand mles away from Heat her either.

Heat her gave the man a sweet smle. "I'll take a
Sni ckers. "
Jack would have to renmenber Heat her's | ook. | f she ever

tried it on him he'd know to count his fingers to make sure
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they were all still attached.

He paid for Heather's Snickers bar and | ed her across the
street.

"I think we struck out here," Heather assured him "He
really dragged nmy nose in the fact that no one could use this
pl ace. "

"Right. But |I thought we'd check out the cars. Being
wi t hout transportati on makes ne feel naked."

"We woul dn't want that," she assured him

She | ooked hi mup and down, then licked her |ips
suggestively.

Why couldn't this whole thing end and | et hi m sneak away
for a couple of nmonths of vacation with Heat her?

He found a pay phone and call ed the phone nunbers posted
on the cars until he got an answer he could live with. The
owner could be there in ten mnutes, keys and all.

Twenty m nutes |ater, Jack was the proud owner of a
br oken down taxi .

Heat her | ooked at the sky and he foll owed her gaze.

The sun had faded into a red fireball through the
Washi ngt on haze.

"l guess that's it,"” she told him

"You're not giving up,"” he said. He couldn't reconcile

what he knew of Heather with the idea that she'd surrender, no
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matt er what the odds.

"We m ght as well drive around and see what we can find,"
she answered. "But it's too late. By this tine tonorrow, ny
parents will be dead.™

Jack was never certain whether he could really remenber
his father, or whether all he had was false nenories created
by | ooking at the few pictures he had of hinself and his
father. Strangely, he felt that he could understand Heather's
sense of |oss nmore because of what he had |ost, and how it had
affected his life, than if he had al ways enjoyed a ' nor mal
upbri ngi ng.

"Don't give up," he told her.

"Your idea sounded so logical. | was certain we'd find
sonething. As it is, we've done everything, checked
everything. |It's conpletely inpossible.™

The word 'inpossible' clicked a |ong buried menory and
Jack worried at it until it cane clear

"That's it," he shouted.

Heat her junped |ike she'd been bitten by a snake.

"What ?"

"Remember what Sherl ock Hol nes said."”
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Chapter 12

"1l admt |I'mnot tracking," Heather told Jack. He had
al nost given her a heart attack with his shout and now he was
t al ki ng about hundred year old fiction. Her taste in nystery
ran more toward V.I. Warshawsky and Ki nsey Mal one than toward
Sher | ock Hol mes anyway.

“"I"'mnot sure if I've got it exactly right, but he said
that if you elimnate the inpossible, what remains, however
unl i kely, must be true."

"l guess that's why | never |iked Sherl ock Hol mes much.
Eli m nate the inpossible and al nbst everything remains. |It's
not very useful advice to a practicing detective."

"Maybe not wusually,"” Jack said. Her words, though
hadn't put a danmper on his enthusiasm "In this case, though,
| think Sherlock is the answer."

"Il bite. What does Holnmes tell us?"

Jack turned north onto Twenty-second street. "Last

ni ght, the terrorists showed up only mnutes fromthe call.
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It's inmpossible for themto be outside the area we checked."

"Maybe." She wasn't sure where this was going, but she
wanted to believe in him no matter where he drew his
i nspiration.

"And the only places that a group |arge enough to do any
damage could hide in were the strip shopping mall, the housing
project, and the bl ock of condemmed housing."

"I'mlistening."

"The man who worked the gas station and the wonman in her
house had both been watching for a long time. But our friend
back there said his gang had only recently taken up residency
in the project.”

"So, elimnating the others as inpossible, that |eaves
t he housing project.”

"Exactly.” He pulled up in front of it.

She couldn't fault his logic. Couldn't, or didn't want
to. He might be wong, but if he was, they didn't have a
chance. And she wasn't prepared to believe that her parents
were dead until she had seen it with her own eyes.

"Then what are we waiting for?" She opened her door and
swung her | egs out.

"Let's not get carried away," he grasped her arm and
tugged her back into the cab. "W've got to cone up with a

pl an."
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"l was sure you already had one."

Jack | ooked aggrieved. "I do have an idea; | though you
m ght want to put in your two cents worth."

"All right," she sighed. "Let's hear it. |If it involves
any stupid heroics on your part while |I sit out her in the
car, though, you can just forget it."

Jack | ooked unconfortably |ike he had planned on
suggesting just such a plan. Heather appreciated his concern
for her safety, but she was having a hard time getting through
to himthat she didn't care about her safety. She cared about
getting her parents out alive and safe. If Jack died trying
to do her job, she would never forgive herself.

"See, | told you you'd want to contribute to the plan."
He smled as he said it. Maybe he was | earning.

"1 propose that we go in together and see what we can

find. They'll have to be concentrated sonewhere. M guess is
they'll take over an entire floor. |If we can find out where
they are, we can call in the police and stay back."” And

during the excitenment of a police raid on a major housing
project, she and her parents would be able to slip away.
After all, the police weren't going to be | ooking for her.

She told herself that even Jack's supervisors wouldn't be
too hard on himif she and her parents slipped through their

fingers. Eventually they would connect her parents
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fingerprints with their supposed crine, but Jack woul d al ready
be a hero for what he had done to stop the terrorists. He'd
find hinmself a woman who coul d appreciate his positive
qualities and forget about her.

The idea wasn't as conforting as it should have been.

She knew she'd never find a man to replace himin her heart.
Still, blood had to be thicker than water. No matter how nuch
she | oved Jack, her parents had brought her into the world.
They were her responsibility now, and Jack had proven able to
t ake care of hinmself.

"That isn't much of a plan," Jack told her.

"You don't think it will work."

"I mean, it's not detailed enough. W need to plan our
escape routes, contingency neeting places, and fallback
sites.”

The | ast thing she needed was to tell Jack her escape
route. "We'll have to play it by ear," she said.

Finally Jack nodded. "W can plan the rest after we find
them while we wait for the police."

"I'f we find them"™ she added under her breath. But they
had to find her parents.

Jack pulled up to a Radi o Shack and | ed her to the back
where they keep their electronic components.

"How does this fit into the plan?" Heather asked.
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"1 thought we'd test the telephone drop cables. At |east
we coul d get an idea of which floor they' re on."

"Let me," she told him She snatched up a test box and
butt set. Spending two hours assenbling what they could buy
didn't make a | ot of sense.

Jack | ooked slightly peeved. "I keep forgetting where |
am In nost of the countries where |I've worked, you could get
arrested for trying to buy that type of equipnent.

He paid for the tools and they headed back toward the
cab.

"1 don't think our friend Razor is going to be too happy
when we conme back," Heather told Jack.

"Let's worry about that when the tine cones. Maybe he'l

be off duty by now. " Jack's plans seened nore and nore |ike
desperate leaps. Still, he didn't show any signs of backing
down.

He pul | ed past the project, then left the cab in the
parking lot of a fried chicken restaurant.

"Here goes nothing," he told her. He grabbed a pen from
the visor and scribbled down a phone nunmber. "If sonething
happens to nme, first dial 911, then dial this nunmber. Don't
| et the police keep you on the 911 line. They'll try if they
think you're up to sonething."

"You want nme to call the CI A?" Even the thought sent a
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shi ver down her spi ne.

"You' ve been working with me for days now. You should be
able to trust nme by now. "

Except she had fallen in love with him She didn't think
the rest of the CIA would care about her enotional m stakes.

"Not hing's going to happen to you," she assured him Her
voi ce sounded a |l ot nore confident than she felt, but that
wasn't saying nuch.

Grab the funny | ooking phone and I'I|l get the rest of
this stuff.”

She picked up the orange butt set. Designed for
t el ephone technicians, they let thembutt into calls and make
sure the lines were still working. They can also be handy for
calling the police in an enmergency, even if you don't have
change for a pay phone.

For once, luck seenmed to be going their way. They made
it dowmn to the basenent and to the utility closet w thout
meeti ng anyone. Heather picked the utility closet door in
just a couple of m nutes.

They ran the tester over the phone lines and |listened to
its squawk. Unfortunately, she heard nothing that resenbl ed
t he high speed nodem i nk she expected.

"Elimnate the inpossible, |I think you said,"” she told

Jack.
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Jack stared at the test equipnent. It was working
perfectly. The little beeps it produced sounded like a tine
bomb, set and ready to expl ode.

He wracked his brain, but his logic still seemed sound.
"How el se could they communi cate?"

"l don't think anyone would give thema tie line. W
woul d have seen a satellite uplink." Heather answered.

"That's it. They nust have a link to one of the office
bui | di ngs near by.

Heat her's face fell. "Wth one of those little infrared
j obs, they could be anywhere."

"So this part of the plan didn't work out. We'll just
have to check out the building. M bet is, we'll find a floor
we can't get off at."”

Jack scooped up the butt set but left the rest of the
equi pmrent where it lay. He' d |ong since abandoned any noti on
of getting reinbursed for all of his expenses. Now all he
wanted to do was survive this job and nake sure the entire
country didn't get sent into an econom c tailspin.

Well, he wouldn't m nd Heather telling himwhat a hero he
was and throw ng her arnms around him That didn't seemlikely
to happen, though. She seened nore and nore distant as the

day went on. Alnost as if their | ovemaki ng had never
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happened, or neant something different to her than it did to
hi m

He di scovered the el evator and pressed each of the twenty
buttons. "Thought so," he told her.

"Top two floors?"

"They're probably using the top floor for programm ng and
the |l ower floor for the guards and as a buffer space.”

"So now what ?"

"So now we bring in the cavalry.” The CIA could cook up
sonme explanation for their involvenent. Mst likely, he'd
suddenly find hinmself a tenporary nmenber of the Secret Service
or Al cohol, Tobacco, and Firearnms. None of the agencies |iked
the FBI so all were willing to cooperate with the CIA when its
m ssion required it to step over the national boundaries.

"Sounds good to nme."” Only she didn't sound enthusiastic.

Of course, her parents were about to get caught in a fire
zone. From what they’ d seen of Jones, Jack didn't suspect
Jones and his cronies would give up without a fight.

“1'll go ahead and see what | can do," he told her.

"And get yourself killed. Wat advantage is that
supposed to offer?"

"1'"'m betting they have enough programmers that they don't
recogni ze themoff the top of their heads. Once | get up

there, I can warn the programmers that the police are com ng
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and save a few |lives."

He could al so see what he could do about her parents.

Hi s m nd had swung toward fantasies of hinmself and Heat her
spending the rest of their lives together. Getting her
parents killed wouldn’'t be the nmost romantic beginning to
their marriage.

"Why don't you make the calls? You're the ClIA agent,
after all. 1'"mjust a private investigator with a
reputation.”

"1've got a |l ot of experience with this type of thing.
From what | saw of your record, you can handl e yourself well
but you're still a civilian." He wondered if his feelings
toward her entered into his decision. Mybe they did, but he
woul d have made the same decision even if she hadn't been the

nost exciting woman he'd ever net.

Heat her | ooked doubtful, then nodded. "I'Il call the
police and your CIA cronies, then I'll be up to see what | can
do to help."

"You' d be safer if you just waited for the cops."”

She shook her head firmy. "Don't push your |uck."

She turned, took two steps away, then whirled back around
and | aunched herself into his arns.

He | oved her kisses, yet sonehow this sense of urgency

felt different. Alnpost as if she were kissing himgood bye.
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"Hey, 1'll be all right,"” he told her when she finally
pul l ed her [ips away from his.

"Yeah, sure."

He wat ched her go back to the elevator, then turned to
his own task

The stairwells were conpletely bl ocked off. Trashed
furniture, dressers, old sofas, and mattresses plugged the
stairs so conpletely he doubted a small nonkey coul d sneak
through. [If he tried, he'd make so nuch noise he'd attract a
crowd.

The el evator shaft appeared to offer nore prom se.

He pull ed one of the drawers out of a dresser and knocked
it against the wall until the wood broke away | eaving himwth
a metal bar that had served as a runner

He went back to the el evator and wedged his bar between
t he cl osed el evator doors.

Finally they wheezed open.

He risked a gl ance down then wi shed he hadn't. The only
light came fromthe nmurky hallway behind him From his angle,
the shaft | ooked like it descended forever.

He put his netal bar between his teeth, grabbed the
el evator cable and hoisted hinself up two floors. Then he
wr apped his feet around the cable and slid the bar between the

el evat or doors.
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VWhen t he doors opened about a quarter of an inch, he
| eaned agai nst the door and peered out the slit. Wth a whole
| ot of luck, his | egs would hold, no one would get into the
el evator and send himflying, and the terrorists would | eave
t he el evator | obby unguarded.

Two out of three wasn't quite good enough. He thought he
recogni zed one of the three gunmen who sat playing cards in
the hallway. The other two | ooked |ike strangers. How many
of these terrorists were there? At any rate, he wouldn't nake
it far if he opened the elevator shaft.

He | owered hi msel f back down a fl oor.

He had been certain that this floor would be nore heavily
guarded but decided to take that chance. Again he wedged the
el evator door open a fraction of an inch.

Enpty.

He pushed agai nst the door forcing it open just as the
cabl e gave a lurch and began to nove.

He gave anot her desperate tug on his inpronptu | ever and
held on to the door as the cable fell away beneath him

Slowmy he forced the doors open and craw ed into the
hal | way.

From somewhere cl ose by, he heard shouting and recognized
Jones's voi ce.

The man was haranguing his troops in a dialect of Arabic
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t hat sounded like it came from North Africa rather than from
Pal estine. Interesting. He needed to capture Jones rather
than let himget killed when the police arrived. His gunnen
were unlikely to know anyt hi ng about who the ultinmte
paymaster for this project m ght be.

Jack gave his best inpression of a terrorist who knew
what he was doing as he wal ked away fromthe el evator shaft
toward the stairwell.

He had wasted too rmuch tinme already. By now Heat her
woul d have spoken to the police. He had precious few ni nutes
to get to the programmers and hel p them prepare for what coul d
be sonme extrenmely ugly fighting.

He anticipated the stairwell being open. There had to be
sonme path between this floor and the one above. Obviously,

t hough, it wasn't the stairs. Od furniture and trash spilled
out of the stairwell into the hall.

One | ook was enough to persuade himto abandon that
appr oach.

He wal ked al ong the hallway testing doors until he found
one that was unlocked. Half a mnute with his ear pressed
agai nst the door told himthat the room was either enpty or he
was in a whole |ot of trouble. His vote would be for enpty.

He threw t he door open and rolled through brandi shing his

little netal crowbar as if it were a weapon.
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Empty except the stench of unwashed human, a litter of
enpty pizza boxes, and a row of cots against the wall.

Sheepi shly he closed the door, locking it behind him
agai nst a sudden entrance by a gunman. He took a deep breath
and rubbed his shoul der where he'd | anded. A black belt in
Judo neant that he could fall w thout breaking anything. It
didn't keep himfromgetting pretty banged up, though.

A sliding glass door |ed out onto a narrow bal cony.

He | ooked around, then spotted the bathroom

It only took a second to pull the bathroom mrror off the
wal |, slide it under the blankets on one of the cots, then
step up onto it.

The bl anket muffled the crack of breaking mrror.

Li ke all of the agents he knew, Jack believed in
superstition. They all |earned that preparation, quick
t hi nking, staying in shape, all could help. 1In the final
anal ysis, who |ived and di ed was deci ded as much by |uck as by
anything the intellect could understand. He was superstitious
enough not to like breaking a mrror. It didn't stop him
t hough. He needed a shard if he was to have a chance.

Under the bl anket, he found a sliver of mrror about two
inches wide and an inch tall. It would do.

He stepped onto the bal cony and took a mnute to | ook

down.
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No sight of the police. Not yet, at any rate. That
meant he wasn't too late yet. Once the police showed, the
terrorists were nore likely to shoot first than try to verify
whet her he really was one of the programrers.

Climbing onto the balcony railing, he took the mrror
shard and slid his hand up form ng a makeshift periscope.

By angling the mrror, he could see the bal cony above him
as well as he other bal conies on either side.

As he'd thought they would be, they were enpty. Jones
wasn't dunb enough to | eave his nen out and exposed. What
m ght be behind the sliding door was another nmatter. He
couldn't see a thing.

Waiting wouldn't inprove the odds, so he swung hinself
up, clinbing the unit above his own steel bal cony railing.

Just when he thought he had it, the steel gave, throw ng
hi m of f bal ance.

As he wobbl ed on the top of the railing, the only thought
that came to his mnd was that sonme contractor had gotten sone
extra nmoney supplying substandard conponents for this project.

Then the railing coll apsed and Jack toppl ed.

Heat her resisted the tenptation to throw the butt set
across the room

She had planned to let the police do their job and | eave
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the CIA out of it. Unfortunately, the police had heard too
many stories comng fromthis housing project already. They
woul d di spatch a squad car when they got good and ready.

Heat her had seen policenmen at donut shops trying to | ook
down the waitress’s cleavage and ignoring their radi os, so she
didn't have much hope that anyone di spatched would arrive in
time to save Jack

| nstead, she dug through her pocket until she found the
phone number Jack had given her. Jack was risking his life
for her and for her parents. No matter how hard she found it,
she would call his agency and ask for help.

A cold femal e voice answered the call. It wasn't the
same voice that had answered when she had called for Jack a
mllion years ago when this horrible adventure had begun, but
it was alike enough that it could have been a cl one.

"I'"'mworking with Agent Jack Eastland. He asked nme to
call this nunber and report that we have di scovered a group of
terrorists here in Washington. You' ve got to send help."

“"I"'msorry. There is no Jack Eastland at this nunber."”
The woman's voice went cold. "You should know that it is an
of fense to threaten the CIA. | recomend that you go back to
what ever fraternity party you are doing this for and tell them
that they may all end up in jail."

"Can | talk to Chuck Anthony?" Jack's partner should be
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able to straighten out this ness.

"I"'msorry. He's not currently assigned to the
Washi ngton area." A buzz told her that the ClI A operator had
finished with her.

Heat her | ooked around the basement for something she
could use as a weapon. She didn't think she'd have nuch of a
chance agai nst the dozen or nore terrorists they had al ready
spotted, not to nention any others that m ght be here. Still,
she wasn't about to let Jack get hinself killed while she did
not hi ng.

"1 thought | told you to get lost."

"Oh ny gosh, you scared ne out of nmy wits."

Razor | ooked at her as if she really had gone bonkers.
"You should be scared, lady. You're nessing in gang property

and it's after dark. Why shouldn't | just cut you and dunp

you." He pulled a small automatic fromhis belt and pointed
it at her.
Heat her stared at him "Do |I | ook insane?"

"You're here, aren't you?"

"Yes |'m here. And since |I'mhere and not insane, | nust
have a good reason. Do you want to hear it?"

He rolled his eyes. "Make it quick."

"The funny thing was, | believed you when you said your

gang had taken over this project.” She forced out a fairly
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credi bl e | augh.

He stepped close to her, invading her private space.
"What's that supposed to nean."

She coul dn't back away so she stepped even closer until
her chest brushed against his. "Wat's it sound |like, Razor?
You' ve got a couple of floors full of terrorists with Uzi's
and you're wal king around with Saturday ni ght specials that
are as likely to blow off your hand as soneone el se's head."”

She shouldn't be talking to himthis way. Still, she
didn't have tine to plan everything out. She was pissed and
Razor got to bear the brunt of it.

"Not hing wong with our guns. But what are you talking
about, terrorists? | think you ve been watching too nuch TV

"It'd be easy for you to check out. Try to go up to the
top floor. 1'Il bet you can't. |'Il bet that if you were to
try, you' d get shot before you could even take the safety off
that toy gun you' re so proud of."

Razor put away the gun, then grabbed Heat her by the arm
pushing her in front of him "Health inspectors shut down the
top couple of floors."

"Oh, sure. Like the rest of this building is so
sanitary. Get real. |If the health inspectors closed off he
top couple of floors, they did it for noney."

"If anyone was up there, we'd know." Razor was
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weakeni ng, but she needed nore to persuade him

"Then it's nobody. But they sure are making a | ot of
phone calls."

He obviously didn't recogni ze her test equipnment. Her
apparent willingness to let himtest it proved persuasive.
Thank goodness. |f he turned out to know anythi ng about
t echnol ogy, she was dooned.

He pushed her up the basenment stairs and onto the
el evator. "We'll just see about who owns this building."

At the seventh floor, he stepped off, continuing to push
her in front of himlike a human shield.

The seventh floor was definitely a gang hangout. Gang
signs had been scrawl ed on the wall with spray paint. The
odor of Marijuana al nost choked her.

"What have you got there?" one of the biggest nen she had
ever seen asked.

"1 sent her away this afternoon, but then |I found her
snooping in the basement with sonme el ectronic equipnent,” her
capt or expl ai ned.

"So kill her."™ The man's voice held exactly the enotion
he woul d have used to order a large m |k shake.

"You don't think I'd wander around here if | was planting
bugs, do you?"

The big man shrugged. "Wy should | care?”
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"Because you're about to | ose your entire establishnent
here. ™

"You' ve got five mnutes.”" He sat on a |arge couch set
out in the mddle of the hallway and put his arns behind his
head. His face told her that she'd have to be awful
convincing if she didn't want to have to fight her way out.

"Razor tells ne you haven't been to the top coupl e of
floors in the building. | can prove gunnmen have taken over
t hose floors. They are planning to sabotage U. S. conputer

net wor ks. \When they do, the police, FBI, and Nati onal

Security Agency will be all over this place |ike honey on
Cheerios. If you're lucky, you'll just go to jail for what
you did. If | know the FBI, you'll also go to jail for
what ever the terrorists did since they'll be I ong gone.™

"That was an inpressive speech.”

Heat her couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic or
serious but at least he didn't tell Razor to take her out and
shoot her again.

"1 don't know about you, but | wouldn't say | ran a
building if 1'd never bothered to check out two of the floors
and they just happened to be full of gunnen.™

"She's got a point, Angel," Razor broke in. "W never
bot hered to check what was going on upstairs.”

"1 want your opinion, I'Il give it to you," the big man



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 242

replied. "Supposing you're right, white girl? Wat do you

propose we do?"

"Don't kill me, for a start."”
"For a start maybe I won't. If you're lying about this,
you'll wish we gave you the easy death.”

"Then | have nothing to worry about. What | think you
should do is send up your nmen, rescue the prisoners, and
capture as many of the terrorists as you can.”

"You want me to risk nmy nen taking on a bunch of guys you
already said are better arnmed than we are?"

Si nce Angel was taking her warning seriously, she knew
she had him So |ong as she could reel himin. "You'd be a
hero."

"Yeah, right. Like anyone cares what happens to a bunch
of conputers.”

"Al'l right, try this one. You may survive by selling
crack, but what do you think your life would be like if the
econony broke down so no one was working, no one earning

noney, and nothing but a bunch of unenpl oyed peopl e wandering

the streets. 1'll give you a clue. You're as dependent on
t he econony as anyone el se even if you deal in the illegal
part."

"An econom cs | esson,"” the big man | aughed. "At |east we

know she isn't police. Nobody in the D.C. police departnent
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coul d have put that many big words together if we gave them a

week. "

"So what are we going to do?" Razor demanded.

Angel sighed. "Round up the guys. | gotta see what's
goi ng on."

"What about her?"
"She goes first. If it's a trap, | want her bl ood

splattered before any of us get hurt."
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Chapter 13

The little stars that had surrounded Jack's head after
his fall were fading but they were definitely still there. At
| east he had managed to throw hinself forward rather than
toppl e backward to a twenty story drop. As it was he had
banged his head agai nst the concrete wall.

He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, then instantly
regretted the rash decision. The stars haul ed out their
br ot hers.

He | ooked around for his friend the metal bar, finally
finding it wedged under the sliding glass door that |ed
i nsi de.

The door presented another problem Not a problem
getting it open, it took himless than twenty seconds to force
the door. The problem cane fromthe black construction paper
taped to the inside of the glass. Obviously intended to
prevent |ight from escaping the wi ndows and possibly
attracting questions. The sudden sunlight when he finally
opened the door would attract the terrorists like a |lanp
attracts noths.

He | ooked down, but saw no sign of the police. Either

they were running late or they weren't going to show. |[If they
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weren't going to show, he had to figure that Heather would
make sonme sort of attenpt to invade them single handedly.
nm ght exasperate himwi th her weird ideas about the

government, but he certainly
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She
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couldn't fault her courage.

The few wi spy clouds didn't offer much prom se of
suddenly snuffing out the sun. He'd have to wing it.

He cl osed his eyes firmy and took a few breaths.
Acclimting his eyes couldn't hurt and had saved his life on
nore than one occasion. \When he cal cul ated he'd waited | ong
enough, he flung the door opened, stepped inside, then spun
around and shouted out, "I can't stand it."

"Shut up and get back to work," an electronic voice
or der ed.

From what he could see in the murky darkness broken only
by the glowing light froma couple of hundred cathode ray tube
conputer nonitors, the terrorists had torn out all of the
walls on the floor, leaving the entire area an open bull pen.
The man shouting at him stood on a platformraised about four
feet above the floor. |In one hand he held a battery operated
nmegaphone. |In the other, an Uzi submachi ne gun.

Jack nodded, shut the door, then opened his eyes and
| ooked ar ound.

For the first tinme, he had positive proof that he and
Heat her had been on the right track. At |east seventy-five
humans and probably twi ce that many conputers littered the
single room

He headed toward an unoccupi ed conputer, sat in front of



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 247

it, then scanned the programers.

A few wonmen were sprinkled among the nostly male, nostly
young, nostly overwei ght and under exercised progranmmers.
They m ght turn into effective recruits, but few of them
| ooked |ike they could actually be nmuch hel p when the
terrorists started shooting. Jack had no doubt that the
terrorists would start shooting.

"Hey, who are you?"

VWhile a terrorist could have picked up the unm stakabl e
California accent, Jack thought it unlikely. He turned
slowy.

The man confronting himwore faded and ratty jeans that
| ooked as if they had been on the |osing side of a food fight.
Despite the stifling heat in the room thrown off by too many
peopl e and too many conputers all going at the sanme time, he
wore a baggy sweater that did nothing to disguise the gut that
hung out over his belt.

That said, the man was close to seven feet tall and had
to weigh well over three hundred pounds. He could certainly
be a valuable ally.

"Just anot her programrer,” Jack told him

"Yeah, sure. So why haven't | seen you before?"

"They just brought ne in a few hours ago. Said they

needed sonme |last mnute help with the high security stuff.”
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"That's crap. | handle the high security stuff. They
haven't brought anyone in since Pete and Karen Webb. Not that
those two have lived up to their billing. | could do nore in
five mnutes with nmy eyes closed than the two of them have
done since they got here."

Jack followed the big man's gesture and spotted a couple
who had to be Heather's parents. They had aged consi derably
fromthe photo she'd showed him

They, along with nost of the other programmers, were
studi ously avoiding any interest in the m nor confrontation
Jack found hinself in. Mnor, that is, for the time being.

He hadn't wanted to blurt out his m ssion before having a
chance to talk with Heather's parents, but the big man was

likely to draw unfriendly attention if he didn't calmhim

down.

"We're pulling a raid on this operation. [|I'mthe |ead
man. | need your help nmaking sure the progranmmers get out
safely.™

"You' re what?" The man's eyes bul ged, then he raised his
hands and stepped toward Jack. "You're not doing anything."

Jack's heart sank. The man had slipped into a fighting
stance that showed years of practice. Wile Jack had led his
class in hand to hand conbat while in training, he had

generally tried to use a weapon whenever he had the chance,
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and to nmake sure he had a chance. The programer | ooked angry
enough to take his head off.

Even if Jack could take him there was no way the
terrorists could mss a fight. He certainly couldn't avoid
their bullets and didn't think they'd worry about killing a
few programers as well. They had to be just about ready.

Jack backed up, but couldn't get far before running into
a wall.

The big man i nhal ed deeply and Jack gave up all thought
about retreating or worrying about the guards spotting a
fight. He was obviously getting ready to call for help.

Jack tensed his nuscles, but before he could |aunch
hi msel f, the big man col |l apsed in a heap.

"1've been wanting to do that since | nmet that creep.”
The ol der man dropped the conputer keyboard he'd broken over
the big man's head.

"Pete Webb, | presune,"” Jack said. He |ooked around to
make sure they hadn't been observed and saw Karen Webb tal ki ng
to the guard and gesturing toward her conputer. Whatever she
was saying distracted his attention fromhis other charges.

The two of them took the opportunity to drag the big man
out of site between a couple of conputers.

Pete produced a roll of duct tape which Jack used to

secure the peaceful ly sl eeping giant.
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"l guess you've finally found us," Pete agreed.

The sad ook in his eyes didn't click with what should
have been good news.

There was sonet hing going on here that Jack needed to
figure out. Sonething, he felt certain, that could
dramatically affect his relationship with Heather. But he
didn't have time to figure it out right this second.

"He acted |ike he wanted the terrorists to win," Jack
whi sper ed.

"They' ve prom sed everyone on the project five mllion
each, in gold."

Jack shook his head. All the programmers would get from

the terrorists was a few grams of steel coated |ead.

"There's trash like this everywhere," Razor told her.
"It doesn't mean soneone put it here on purpose.”

The gang had fielded its entire force of thirty nmen and a
coupl e of tough | ooking wonren. Arnmed with a m shmash of
weapons that could only have been picked up at swap neets or
t hrough years of burglary, they |ooked tough. Not as tough as
the Uzi-armed terrorists had.

"Uh-uh," one of the females reported. "This is set up as
a trap. Pull anywhere and it'll collapse on you. Make a |ot

of noise too."
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Razor frowned at Heather. "I find out you had sonething
to do with this, you're going to wish | shot you."

"1l worry about that when the tinme cones," Heat her
answered. "Look, ny parents and my, uh," she stamered for
the word, "well, ny boyfriend, are there."” \What was the right
word for the relationship she and Jack had devel oped? The
word ' husband,' popped into her m nd. Not that he'd given her
any indication that he would ever consider anything permnent.
Not that she could accept even if he did. Dam, why did it
have to be so conplicat ed.

"Look | ady, how many did you say there were?" All of a
sudden the gang nenbers seenmed a little anxious.

"1 don't know for sure. There are probably at | east
fifty programmers up there. |'ve seen maybe ten gunmen but
there may be nore. And they've got Uzi's. Maybe heavi er
stuff too."

"Maybe we should get the cops,” one of the ol der gang
menbers suggest ed.

"Maybe you should keep your mouth shut,” the | eader
replied. "W're going in like Ranbo. If it's got a gun and
it's not us, shoot it. |If it doesn't have a gun, figure it's
a programer. Unless Heather here tells us otherw se.”

"Can't you just disarmthem"™ she asked. She knew it

sounded stupid. After all, they were taking on an unknown
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nunber of heavily armed nmen with nothing but old pistols, a
coupl e of shotguns and hunting rifles, and one Viet Namera M
16.

"Yeah, right. W'Il just shoot the guns out of their
hands |i ke the Lone Ranger. Get real, girl."

Cl oser inspection of the stairwell didn't offer any help.
They coul d get through, but not w thout making enough noise to
bring every terrorist in mles over to investigate.

"If there was sonme other way to get in, we could use this
as a diversion," Heather suggested.

"Say nore," the | eader commanded.

"Move the furniture and it makes a |l ot of noise. If it
sounds |i ke soneone's trying to get up, they'd gather around
to see who was comng. We could come in behind them"

"Right. W'Il do it." He deputized three of his nen to
stay and fake the invasion.

"But we need some other way to get in."

"Hey, we live here. W can get there.”

They m ght live here but they hadn't noticed that the top
two floors were secretly occupied. It didn't exactly give her
a warm feeling.

"Trash tunnel ?" the | eader asked.

Razor nodded.

"Remenber, if this is a police trap, Heather gets it.
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Now nmove. You three, I'Il call you when it's tine to start."”
He tossed the three nmen tasked with the stairwell a cellular
phone. "And shoot anything that noves. W won't be com ng

t hat way."

"But the programrers m ght," Heather rem nded.

"So don't let them" Razor told her.

The trash tunnel turned out to be a two-foot w de chute
down the mddle of the building. Fromit's stench, it was
used to dunp all nmatter of trash to a receptacle at the
bottom Also fromthe stench, it hadn't been cleaned for a
| ong tine.

"We're going to use this?" she asked.

"Climbing is supposed to be all the rage, right. So
clinmb."”

Heat her tried to renmenber what she'd | earned in the one
day sem nar on rock clinbing she'd taken years before.
Not hi ng cane to mi nd except that chimeying was supposed to be
fun and easy, and that you were always supposed to wear your
ropes.

No one offered her any ropes.

"You first," the | eader ordered.
She had hoped he woul d change her m nd about her | eading
when he found out she was telling the truth. An obviously

forlorn hope.
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Her pal ms were already sweaty and she dried them on her
skirt.

She took a deep breath and tried to control her trenbling

and whi spered a mantra. "This will be easy. A ten foot clinb
is nothing." It mght have hel ped. She couldn't tell.
Still, the | eader didn't seeminclined to wait and she'd

rat her go under her own power than see if he'd really push
her .

She stuck her head into the access door and | ooked
around. The concrete had been roughened by years of trash
bangi ng against its sides. It should be possible.

"Are you going to nove all ready?"

Heat her took anot her deep breath and turned around, then
backed into the chute.

She grasped the top of the lintel, supporting as much of
her wei ght as she could with her arnms, then sent her right
foot searching for a support.

Unfortunately that didn't take |ong.

A few seconds of desperate flailing with her left foot
| eft her upright, her weight fully supported on both feet.

She let go of the lintel and found fingerholds. Now
what ?

It took all of her will power to inch one foot upward,

all of her weight bearing down on the other. Then she did the
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sane thing on the other side.

Under neath her, a head peeked in, then | ooked up. "Hey,
nice."

Damm t hat Jack anyway. |f she'd been wearing jeans and
runni ng shoes, this would be a whole lot easier. Still, her

nodesty was the | east of her troubles right now

Just when she was certain she couldn't force herself an
i nch higher, her searching hand caught the doorway. The
entire clinb had been | ess than six feet.

She pushed agai nst the door.

It didn't budge.

She pushed harder, desperate but trying not to | ose her
bal ance. By now she had anot her clinmber underneath her. A
fall wouldn't kill just her.

The door opened with a suddenness that al nost undid her.
She slid down a couple of inches, then dug the outer edges of
her feet into the wall and braced herself with her arns.

"Hang on," encouraged Razor beneath her.

She did, then painfully reclainmd the inches she'd
sl i pped.

Al t hough she' d opened the chute door, the only I|ight
still came fromthe floor below. Feeling, rather than seeing
t he open hole, she clanmbered over the | edge and stepped once

again on firm ground.
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Rock clinmbi ng, Heather decided, would not be her new
sport of choi ce.

VWhen she had started to catch her breath, she turned just
intinme to give Razor a hand up

The | eader energed next, then he dropped a rope and
haul ed up their weapons.

“If you had the rope the whole time, how come you didn't
use it on us," Heather whispered.

"Oh. Didn't think of that,"” he replied. "It's a good
i dea, though.™

He tied the rope around a pipe and dropped it down the
chute. "This should speed things up."

VWhen the trash closet started to get crowded, he flipped
open his cellular phone and dialed a nunber. "It's ne," he
said. After a brief pause, he continued, "make a | ot of
noise. W're going to need all the distraction we can get."

Less than a mnute |later, the nuffled, but distinct,
sound of collapsing furniture invaded their hiding place.

| nstantly afterwards, the sound of running feet told
Heat her that their distraction had been at |east partially
successful .

"Now, " called the | eader

He threw open the closet doorway and pushed Heat her out.

Heat her hadn't watched cop shows all her life for
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not hing. She performed a shoulder roll that would nmake Chuck
Norris proud, then kept rolling along the floor, trying to
find sonmepl ace she could hide until her eyes adjusted to the
brighter 1ight.

"Go, go," the boss whispered and the remai nder of his
gang streaned out.

Angel commandeered the bul k of the men toward the
stai rway, obviously hoping to take the terrorists from behind.

Heat her agreed with his tactics, but didn't feel any
particul ar desire to join him Unarnmed, she would quickly
become cannon fodder at best, and a di spensabl e hostage at
wor st .

Once her eyes adjusted to the fluorescent lights, it was
obvi ous that the programmers didn't use this floor. On the
ot her hand, obviously Arabic | anguage newspapers and hal f
assenbl ed weaponry nmade it clear that she and Jack had,

i ndeed, discovered the nother | ode.

She wasn't here to chase terrorists. She was here to

rescue her parents, and possibly even Jack. She set off in

search of them

Karen Webb continued to argue with the guard so | ong that
Jack got nervous. He needed to get Heather’s parents to

safety so he could figure out what to do about the others.
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Harol d's irrational response when he had di scovered Jack made
it clear that he couldn't sinply wander around and tell them
to get ready to take cover.

"1l get her,"” Peter told him

He was definitely starting to |li ke Heather's parents.
They di d what needed to be done wi thout needing a | ot of
instruction. Obviously Heather had | earned her independence
fromthem

As Peter returned with his wife, Jack noticed the gl ance
between them After all these years, they still shared a
passion that he found refreshing. Could he and Heat her hope
to achieve this sanme type of lasting affection and sensual
awar eness?

"You're with the government."” Karen nade it a statenent
rather than a question. Like Peter, she didn't seem
particularly pleased by this turn of events.

"1 would think you'd be pleased that soneone is conming to
your rescue."

"Don't get me wong, |'d rather go to jail than be killed
by a bunch of mad-nmen. Neither is an especially good choice."

Jack could have smacked his head against the wall. For
the first tinme, everything made sense. Heather had known Fred
because he was a contact point for people on the run. Her

parents had been on the run. They were still on the run and
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expected to be arrested.

The sound of crashing furniture, followed by a flurry of
shots, told himthat he'd have to worry about this discovery
| ater.

"How many guards on this floor?" he asked.

"There's the one on the tower and another one who wanders
around. There used to be nore but M. Jones noticed that the
programers got nervous when guys with machi ne guns wandered
around, " Peter told him

"Also he got disgusted with the way the wonen refused to
dress according to his rules,"” Karen added.

"Right. [1'Il take the one on the tower. Do you think
the two of you could disarmthe other one?"

Peter nodded firmy. "No problem"”

Karen | ooked worried but didn't disagree.

It would have to do. He couldn't take both guards at the
sane tinme. Wth luck, he'd be quick enough that he could help
t he ot hers.

The guard on the tower was speaking into a portable radio
and staring in the direction of the stairway as Jack
approached him

He vaulted the railing around the central tower and
continued his notion, kicking the guard in the head while he

continued to | ook the wong direction.
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The guard fell |ike an overcooked soufflé, his Uzi
ski ddi ng across the platform

A hail of bullets stopped Jack's instinctive effort to
grab the weapon.

He rolled off the platform then | ooked back.

The second guard canme running toward the tower shouting
sonet hi ng about the wrath of All ah.

As he neared Jack, a female |leg stuck out in front of him
and he stunbl ed over it.

Before he could regain his balance, Jack Webb hit himin
t he back with a heavy conputer nonitor.

Jack didn't know how good a programmer he was, but he
certainly had a knack for conputer-fu.

The sound of continued shooting continued from bel ow.
Cbvi ously the police were not having everything their way. He
coul d hear only occasional shots that sounded |ike they m ght
cone from police automatics or fromthe shotguns the police
use.

He scooped up the guard's Uzi. "How do they nove between
the floors?" he asked.

Karen pointed to the corner opposite the main stairwell.
"There's a fire exit. They use that."

So much for his brilliant clinmb outside. He turned and

headed toward the fire escape. "Tell everyone to stay down,"
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he shouted to Jack and Karen over his shoulder. "And don't
et them |l aunch any of their virus prograns.”

His first inpulse was to run down the stairs, save
Heat her from the hundreds of terrorists who were, doubtless,
nmenaci ng her, and win the Congressi onal Medal of Honor.

The pure stupidity of this plan shook him Right here,
there were nmore than fifty peopl e whose |ives depended on his
keeping a | evel head.

Jones, at least, was no fool. |If he didn't already, he
woul d quickly realize that the programers were his |ast best
pl ay. Taking them hostage and threatening to kill them could
buy himtime and give himsone negotiation space.

As he neared the fire exit, Jack | ooked for somepl ace
where he could cover the entryway, keeping the terrorists
trapped between hinself and the police, yet where he would
have at | east some protection. It wouldn't be nmuch of a trap
if they could blow himaway in a few seconds.

The terrorists had left a fair anount of construction
mat eri al |aying around when they had torn down the walls and
he found a pile of materials about twenty feet fromthe fire
exit.

It wasn't confortable, but he lay down behind the pile
and set the Uzi in front of him switching fromautomtic to

single shot.
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Just in the nick of time. The fire door swung open and
an Uzi poked out, followed by a head.

Jack squeezed off a shot, hitting the door only a few
inches fromthe head.

The head vani shed fromsight. A few nonments later, the
gun barrel peered out again, this time wthout a head.

Jack waited. Tinme was on his side.

The Uzi fired five or six shots randomy, the stopped.

From bel ow, the sound of gunfire had begun to taper off.
Either the terrorists had beaten off the first round of
attackers, or they were on the run.

The fire door opened again and Jack peered down the iron
si ght.

A whi te handkerchi ef waved briefly, then pull ed back.

He didn't think Jones was ready to surrender, so what was
goi ng on.

His worst fears were confirmed when Heather, or at |east
Heat her's head and one of her shoul ders peeked around the
firewall.

"Don't do it," Heather called to him

She vani shed.

"The two of you have spent quite a bit of time together,™
Jones's cold voice told him

Jones stepped out, still holding his white handkerchi ef.
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“1f you shoot nme, nmy men will cut off pieces of Ms. Webb and
toss themout to you."

"You know you've lost,"” Jack said with all of the
conviction he could nuster

"Do you really think so? | need another half hour to
conplete ny work here. | think I can buy that. After that,

"1l be happy to spend sone tine in an American jail.

Assumi ng there's enough of an econony to pay the taxes, that

is.

"l stopped the programrers,” Jack told him "It's over."

"M . Eastland, it is over for one of us," Jones agreed.
"1 suggest you throw down your weapon.”

"Why would | do that?"

"Because we have your wonman."

"Kill her and you have nothing. | think we're at a
standof f."

Jones | aughed with a cold and hunorless tone that didn't
gi ve Jack any hope at all.

"1 wouldn't think of killing the beautiful M. Wbb," M.
Jones told him "On the other hand, does she really need two
hands? | could cut it off one finger at a time. Just until
you agree to throw down your weapon, of course.”

"Do it and I'Il kill you."

"You don't have any bargaining room Eastland. And |I'm
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rather in a hurry.” He turned and | ooked back toward the fire
door.

"Shave her head," he call ed.

Seconds | ater, hunks of Heather's hair started to fly
t hrough t he open door.

Jack threw down the Uzi and stood. "Stop them™" he
or der ed.

Jones | ooked as if undecided, then gave Jack a bitter
smle. "You have a |lot of nerve asking for favors after what
you' ve done to undo ny life's work. Kick your gun toward me."

Jack conplied slowmy. He was counting on the Webbs to
prevent any sabotage in the time before the police got here.
Maybe Jones woul d decide that he could be useful as a hostage
as well. It was a lot to hope for, but right now Jack didn't
have a | ot of hope.

"Thank you, M. Eastland." Jones knelt and picked up the
gun.

He waved his armand two of his nen dragged Heat her out.
They were followed by three nore terrorists, one bl eeding
profusely. Below, the sound of firing had tailed off to
sporadi ¢ shots.

One of the uninjured terrorists wal ked over to Jack,
| ooked himin the eye, then swung his gunbutt at himlike a

basebal | bat.
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Jack barely managed to block the blow with his shoul der.

"Tie himup when you' re finished,” Jones ordered.

The other uninjured terrorist grinned and pointed his gun
in Jack's direction.

“"It's up to you," he told Jack in Arabic. "Fight us, you
die. Gve up, who knows, you may live. You m ght even get to
keep the girl. If you still want her after we've finished

with her."
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Chapter 14

"You noron, you could have stopped them" Heather told
t hem

She had a sense of deja vu. How did she keep getting
thrown into these bizarre situations with Jack?

"Oh, right. | should have |let them cut pieces off of
you. "

"You don't really think they're going to stop, do you?"

"Well--"

"1 sure hope you have a plan now. "

"Shut up, you two," the injured guard told them He
pushed both of them forward.

The dark of this floor was relieved only by the gl ow of
conputer CRT tubes.

"We've taken care of the invaders," Jones announced to
the programrers. "They are nmerely a gang of local crimnals.
We have no fear fromthe police.”

Jack shot Heat her an incredul ous |ook. She could only
nod sadly. It wasn't her fault the police hadn't believed her
story. The terrorists nust have infiltrated the D.C. police
bef ore undertaking the rest of their insane plot. A plot,

however insane, that now | ooked very close to conpletion.
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"We're about ready to launch the attack," one of the
programmers reported. W're waiting for you to give the go-
ahead. "

Heat her's heart dropped anot her couple of notches. At a
m ni mum she'd hoped that her parents and Jack would be able to
persuade the programers to delay this nonment. Apparently
t hey had fail ed.

"Excellent. All of you have earned your pay."

She recogni zed a few of the progranmmers from her youth,
back when her parents had tried to stay in touch with the
underground for which they had sacrificed so nuch of their
life. Heather couldn't believe that they would work to
destroy the econonmy on which so many peopl e depended, but knew
that some, at |east, cared nore about the people in abstract
than they did in the individuals who made up the worl d.

"Do you have any idea what you' re doing," she called out.

"l said shut up," the guard told her. He ainmed a sl ow
roundhouse punch toward her jaw.

She coul d have bl ocked his punch, or turned it into a
Judo hold and tripped himto the ground. Except, she never
had the chance.

The guard's attack triggered sonething within Jack that

she had never seen before.

His eyes glowed with nore |ight than should have been
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possible in the reflective glare of dozens of conputer
nonitors as he |aunched hinself into the air, his foot
smashing the guard's fist in md-punch.

Jack continued his flip, ending back on feet right beside
Heat her. "Get down," he hissed into her ear.

Later, if there was a |ater, she'd discuss how he could
ask for her assistance rather than assunme she needed help. On
the other hand, starting an argunent right now would only get
the two of themkilled. Already the remaining guards were
shifting their weapons’ ainms fromthe progranmmers to Heat her
and Jack.

Heat her went down, but continued to roll toward Jones's
feet. Wthout Jones, the rest of the programmers seened an
ent husi astic, but not especially clever, bunch of gunnmen.

Wth Jones, they were a danger for everyone.

The sound of a shot slowed her for the instant it took
for her to be certain she wasn't hit. She'd have to make sure
of Jack later.

"Sonmebody's got a gun,” one of the guards called to
Jones.

It proved enough of a distraction to | et her conplete her
roll, taking himdown |ike pins at a bowling alley.

“"This time 1"l kill you," he hissed as he fell on top of

her.
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The i mage of a smoking gun in her nother's hands, and th
shock on her face as she held it, did al nost kill Heather.
Her nmother didn't believe that anything could ever justify
viol ence. Even her talk about the revolution was al ways
couched in the rhetoric of a non-viol ent uprising.

Jones didn't ask questions about her nother's apparent
conversion. His clutching hands reached toward Heather's
t hr oat .

She twi sted, but his weight on top of her reduced her
| everage and his hands found their target and tightened.

Gasping for breath, she found one his baby fingers,
bending it back until she felt it pop.

His scream barely registered on her bl ackening
consci ousness. His grip |oosened for |ong enough to give her
one gasp of breath, then squeezed even tighter.

She knew she had bought Jack extra seconds, at |east.
Maybe nore. She hoped it would be enough because she could
feel her efforts to escape becone ever weaker as Jones

squeezed all resistance out of her.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Jack saw Jones choking
Heat her.
He fought down his instinctual reaction to drop

everything and rush to her. Heather had a good m nute after
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| osi ng consci ousness and he had a | ot to get done during that
m nut e.

Fortunately, Karen's shooting, despite the fact that she
was shooting at the roof rather than at anyone in particul ar,
had attracted a | ot of attention, distracting the terrorists
and sendi ng the programrers scurrying for cover where they
woul d be a | ot harder to hold hostage.

He grabbed a reinforcing bar and clipped another of the
guards with it, throwing it at a third as he turned to see
what was goi ng on.

By now, Peter had waded into the fight, another piece of
conputer equipnent in his hands as a weapon.

Finally, Jack let hinmself conme back to Heat her

The kick he ained at Jones owed nothing to his years of
training in the martial arts. |Instead, he owed it to his high
school football days. He gave his best shot at kicking a
fifty yard field goal

Jones col | apsed, falling across Heather's unnoving body.

Dread shot through Jack. Had he waited too |ong? He had
never told Heather how nuch she meant to him how he hoped
t hat, sonehow, they could spend nore time together. Hell, he
wanted to spend his life with her.

He dropped beside her, conpletely forgetting about any

other terrorists who m ght be about, and felt for her pulse.
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Her neck showed patchy white and red where Jones's hands
had squeezed down.

At first he felt nothing. She didn't seemto be
breat hing. Had Jones broken her w ndpi pe?

He Funbled with her buttons for a nmonment, then abandoni ng
that he ripped open her top and slid his ear over hear heart.
The faintest | ubb-dubb proved her heart continued to

beat .

Jack forced open her nouth, quickly cleaning it with his
finger, then pinched her nose shut. He pressed his |lips into
hers, then exhal ed.

Her chest rose.

Good, her trachea wasn't broken.

He continued his mouth to nouth resuscitation while Peter
rounded up a couple of the programmers who had mlitary
experience, arned them and set themoff to disarmthe
terrorists Jones had left to guard the fire exit.

He lost hinself in the rhythm exhale, breath, inhale,
exhale. Lost hinself in the sensation of Heather's still warm
i ps pressing against his. He couldn't, wouldn't give up.

Finally she coughed, sputtered, then opened her eyes.

"Are you all right,"” he asked.

She pointed to her throat, "hurts."

"1l bet. It's over now. "
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For the first tinme, he heard the distant sound of police
sirens. It figured that they would arrive after all of the
wor k had been done.

"What happened here?"

Her hand funbled toward her torn top in a hopeless effort
to pull it together.

He hadn't realized that he'd been quite so destructive
when he'd ripped it open. Good thing she hadn't |iked that
dress nmuch anyway. He'd really be in trouble.

"l had to open it up to feel your pulse.™

"And you just |left ne exposed |like that for the world and
his brother to take a | ook?" Her throat m ght still be
hurting, but she nanaged to put a fair degree of volume into
t hat reaction.

A sensible man woul d beat a quick retreat. Jack knew
that. Right now, he wasn't feeling particularly sensible.

"1 had things on nmy mnd."

"Il just bet. | just wish you didn't | et everyone el se
see what you had on your mnd."

"That isn't what | nmeant."

Karen bustled up with a bl anket and wapped it over
Kar en.

"Your friend wouldn't |l et near earlier," Karen told

Heat her, effectively ignoring Jack despite the fact that he
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was only inches away from the wonman.

Heat her's accusing eyes turned back to Jack.

He vaguely remenbered someone fussing around himwhile
he'd been giving nouth-to-mouth to Heat her

"Probably."

"You are an idiot, aren't you."

"“Al nost certainly."

She pushed herself to a sitting position, ignoring his
protests that she needed to rest.

The sirens were |ouder now, and Heat her appeared to hear
them for the first tinme.

"For God's sake, mother. You and dad need to get out of
here. The police are al nost here."

"We needed to nmake sure you were all right, Heather," her
fat her answered.

Jack hadn't noticed himearlier. Unusual for him he
hadn't really noticed anything around hi m when Heat her had
been unconscious. Tinme to face facts. He no |onger had the
enotional detachment it took to be an effective Agent.

Heat her had cured him of that.

"Well get out of here now. If you talk to Angel, he'l
hel p you."

"Who?"

"Angel. He's the |eader of the gang that handl ed the
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terrorists on the floor below. You can't mss him He's a
real big guy."”

"l guess we'd better be going, then," Karen told her.

Jack should keep his nouth shut. He had everything to
| ook forward to. He could retire fromthe Agency, marry
Heat her, and raise little baby Heathers. All he had to do was
| et her parents wal k away.

No one could prove he'd put the obvious together and cone
up with the certainty that they were fugitives fromjustice.
No one could blame himif he, an unarmed nman, hadn't tried to
st op dangerous crinmnals who were either armed or at |east in

control of others who were arnmed with automatic weapons.

"Don't try to |eave," he said.

Heat her pushed himaway. "Don't listen to him Get out
of here.”

"I"'msorry, Heather." He remained on his knees hol di ng

onto Heather for dear |ife, but he knew what he had to do.
"I'"m placing both of you under arrest for being fugitives from
justice."

"He's just a CIA agent," Heather protested. "He has no
nore authority to arrest you than I do. Just go down one
flight of stairs and Razor will help you. Tell himand Angel
you're ny parents.”

Jack didn't want to know how Heat her had become such good
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friends with a gang whose | ookout had threatened to kill them
if they didn't get off the property. He didn't figure that he
had a ot to worry about, though. Heather was tal king past
himrather than to him The cold | ook in her eyes didn't give
hi m any reason to think that m ght stop any tinme soon.

“"I"'ma citizen of the United States and the District of
Col umbia. | am placing you under citizen's arrest," he
i nsi st ed.

Heat her shot him a di sgusted | ook.

She was di sgusted at herself and at Jack. Sure she had
known fromthe beginning that their relationship was dooned.
Still, they could have parted on a happier note. He didn't
need her parents to nmake this job a success. No one would
guestion himif he said they had escaped. Most |ikely, no one
woul d ever even guess that her parents were anything other
than two nore programmers taken in by Jones's nmad schene.

"Citizens' arrests went out with Barney Fife. Cone on,
guys, get out of here. I1'll follow after as soon as | can."”
Wth their conputer expertise, her parents would have no
problem getting her a fully encrypted nessage. |f they wanted
to waste all of their superconputer cycles on it, she had no
doubt that the CIA could eventually break it. By then,

t hough, she woul d be back with her parents and in a new
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identity.

She hated the idea of giving up her detective agency.
Certainly, with the qualifications that npost states were
putting on licensing, she didn't have nmuch hope of being able
to restart that business. Still, her parents would be free.

Karen shook her head. "We've tal ked about this a lot."

"We're giving ourselves up," her father concluded for
her .

"Are you guys nuts?" From bel ow, she heard the sounds of
tronping boots. Either the police had arrived or her new
friends had decided to check on the twentieth floor.

Razor peeked his head around the corner, saw Heat her
t hen stonped over.

"You're not hurting this little woman, are you?" he
shouted into Jack's face.

She had to give Jack credit. He mght be a pain in the
rear, but he was no coward. He didn't back down at all

"Yeah, | guess | am"

"Well she's too good for that. | think you' d better
apol ogi ze to her.™

"Good idea." Jack | ooked into her face.

He coul d be so beautiful, when he wanted to be. Here she
was, so angry at himthat she could spit nails, and she was

havi ng fantasy thoughts about kissing himand draggi ng himoff
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by the hair.

"1've been a | ot of trouble for you, Heather, and |'ve
al nost gotten you killed a bunch of times. But |'ve never
wanted to hurt you."

"Yeah, sure. So long as that didn't interfere with your
pr eci ous honor."

"l draw a salary, Heather. When you take a job for the
government, you swear to uphold the Constitution. | wouldn't
be living up to that oath if | just let crimnals walk away."

"Want nme to kill him Heather?" Razor asked her.

Jack didn't look particularly worried about that idea.

"No, of course not. Just help nme stand up.”

"She's still recovering from being strangl ed,” Jack
protested. "Let her rest.”

"I figure if she's smart enough to take on a bunch of
guys like you two set us up to fight, she's tough enough to
stand up and wal k away. Conme on sweetheart.™

She hadn't imagi ned Razor having such a soft heart.

She | eaned agai nst him and pulled herself to her feet.

When Jack tried to follow, Angel gestured at a couple of
his men who sinmply sat on Jack

"The police are here,"” Razor whispered to her. |If you
need me to, | can get you out of here. Just say the word. By

the way, |'m not so sure about that man of yours, he has the
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| ook of cop witten all over him™

Despite the pain in her throat, Heather couldn't stop
herself fromlaughing. "I'Il stay. Take me to ny parents.”

Beyond all doubt, she knew that the next few nonents
woul d be the last time she would be able to share with her
parents unfettered by bars and cold prison cells.

"Don't feel so bad," her father urged. "W're tired of
runni ng."

"We wouldn't |et themtake you away fromus, that's what
kept us fromturning ourselves in a long tinme ago," her nother
told her. "Then we figured we were safe. But now, why not?"

"Because you have your whole lives to | ead. \What kind of
life do you think you'll have in jail?"

Her not her shrugged. "It won't be much fun. Still,
you're all grown up now. We can't have you throw away your
life just because we made a m stake when you were a baby."

"Hel pi ng you guys get away woul d certainly not be
throwng ny life away."

"Why don't you let that nman of yours explain,” her nother
urged. "He's a very brave man. Wthout him a lot of us
woul d have been hurt."

"Sure. He's a wonderful guy. All he's doing is sending
my parents to jail for the rest of their lives."

Shining flashlights announced the arrival of D.C.'s
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finest. The weapons Angel's gang had been displaying only
seconds before vani shed |ike sumer snow.

Jack pushed aside the two nen who were hol di ng hi m down
and wal ked over to the sergeant.

Heat her coul dn't hear what he was saying, but his
gestures, which took in the bound terrorists as well as her
parents, made it clear

The sergeant picked up an electric bullhorn lying on the
floor. "I've sent for reinforcenents. |In the nmeantine, |
want everyone to remain here. Don't talk to each other and
don't nove around nore than you absolutely have to."

Two of the cops parked thensel ves next to her parents,
effectively separating Heather fromthe only people she really
wanted to talk to.

The next several hours were a nightmare of bureaucratic
i nconpetence. The first |load of reinforcements went to the
wrong building so the Police Departnment di spatched a second
group. By the tinme they had arrived, however, the first group
found their way as well and, as a result, the project was
overwhel med with police.

Despite, or perhaps because of, their numbers, the police
didn't seem able to do anything quickly. Every interview
seened to take | onger than the next.

Jones and the other terrorists were quickly singled out
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and |l ed away in the suddenly working el evator.

Heat her spent three unconfortable hours talking to a
femal e of fice about the terrorists and her role in
apprehendi ng them and ignoring questions about her parents
and their crinmes.

After about twenty m nutes, Jack was pulled away from all
of the other prisoners and whi sked away.

She told herself that this, at |east, was good news. She
hadn't wanted to see himagain and now it |ooked as if that
wi sh woul d be granted.

At | east the cops offered her a ride honme when they had

finished questioning her, an offer she gratefully accepted.

She had forgotten the weck Jones and his terrorists had
made out of her office and apartnment.

She wandered through it, picking up a few papers,
strai ghtening an article of clothing or an overturned piece of
furniture, then forgetting what she held in her hand and
dropping it randomly.

Finally she made herself |eave to get sonmething to eat
and a cup of coffee.

The brief wal k between her office and the 7-11 rem nded
her of Jack. The |arge chunks Jones's bullets had dug into

the sidewal k near where she and Jack had been sitting rem nded
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her of Jack. Every distant roar of notorcycle engine rem nded
her of Jack.

Every time she thought about him Heather got madder.
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Chapter 15
Jack stared at his control. Clearly the man had | ost his
sanity. "W can't just let the man walk. He did his best to

destroy the American econony."

"The President has decided that there should be no
further punishnent. He's been allowed to resign his post and
return to teaching."”

"That figures."”

"He's harm ess now. We've got to think of the Agency's
reputation. Although we weren't able to make your heroics
public, rest assured that the rest of the Security agencies
know about it. The FBI will lay a little |lower after this,
think. But if we acknow edged that a Deputy Director was on
the take, we would be the | aughing stock of not just the
Washi ngt on establi shnent but the entire world.

"That's it, then?"

"No. There is one other thing." His control's eyes
narrowed as if trying to read into Jack's soul

“I''"l'l bite. \at?"

"I know you've wanted to get back into action. W don't
intend to |l et Jones's paymasters do nmess with us |like they

tried to do on this caper.”
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Jack nodded. "So?"

"We were thinking about a major operation. Up to twenty
field agents, all with fluent Arabic, as well as a pretty fair
war chest."”

“1'"'m | ooking for need to know here."

"I know you're | ooking to get back into field work, and |
need an experienced man to act as |ead. The Director doesn't
trust his own judgnment any nore so he's prepared to listen to
me. |'ve been telling himthat you're the man."

Jack shook his head. "Not interested.”

"That doesn't nmke sense. You don't want to sit out the
rest of your career here in Washington, do you. Do a good job
on this assignnment and you'll be able to name the next. Hell,
they'll build a section around you."

The past three nonths had been anong the worst in Jack's
life. Wrking with his control and a small group of agents he
could trust with his life, he'd gone underground in his own
agency, finally snmelling out the man who had betrayed the
organi zation and the nation. |In doing so, he had | earned too
many of the Agency's dirty secrets.

“1'"'mnot |ooking for a buy-out."

Control frowned. "I can see how it would sound |ike
that. It isn't. You're a field man. | voted agai nst

bringing you in in the first place and now |I' m doi ng what |
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can to send you back where you bel ong."

That, Jack knew, was exactly the rub. He knew where he
bel onged, but he had precisely no chance of ever getting
there. He wanted, needed, to be with Heather. Hi s |life had a
big enpty hole right in its center. No foreign assignnent
could fill it.

"1've prepared ny resignation.” He reached into his suit
j acket and pulled out the envel ope.

"People don't just resign fromthe Agency, Eastl and.
Especially not when they're |l ess than a year fromretirenent."”
"Look at me closely, then," Jack told him "You're

| ooki ng at an exception."”

"Is it the nmoney? |'ve already put in for a nerit step
for you."

Jack dropped the envel ope on Control's desk, then
followed it with his identity card. "I cane back to clean up
t he nmess, but |'ve done all | can."

He stood, then wal ked out the door.

“1f you change your mnd, let ne know " Control stood
and hurried after him

"Don't count on it."

The man shook his head. "I know your type, Eastl and.
You're so stubborn you'll never admit it even when you know

you're wong. So you keep working at it until sonmehow you
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make it right. That's why |I wanted you for lead. That's why
|'"d take you back. And that's why | know I don't have a
chance. "

Jack figured that Control's reading was only about a
hundred and ei ghty degrees out of true but he didn't bother
correcting him Instead he shook the younger man's hand.
"What ever you say, Control."

"For Pete's sake, call me Roger."

He was a civilian now. "Right, Roger. Gve me a call in
a few weeks and 1'll buy you a beer.™

“1'1l have your back vacation pay sent to your honme. And
"Il make sure they get your retirement right. They al ways
nmess up on adding mlitary experience."

Hal f way through the internal investigation, Jack had
di scovered that a Deputy had actually played an active role in
smuggling the terrorists into the country, hel ping them get
weapons, and finding thema place in which to do their work.
The rest of the investigation had consisted of making sure
t hey had enough evidence to convict in a court of |law.  Now,
whil e Peter and Karen were going up the river, this jerk was
going to go back to a confortable teaching job with a CIA
stint |ooking good on his resune.

It of fended Jack's sense of decency as well as his need

f or bal ance.
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It hadn't been the reason he'd resigned, however.
Jack glanced at his watch. He still had tinme to make the

trial.

Heat her sat in the courtroomas the | awers concl uded
their argunents.

Thankfully a left wing foundation she'd never heard of
had funded the astronom cal bills the |awers generated. The
| awyers managed to put the best possible spin on everything.
They even made her parents sound |i ke red bl ooded American
heroes in the John Wayne tradition for what they'd done
against the terrorists. The Assistant DA, however, had sinply
presented the case.

Her parents' statenent, fully admtting to the role
they'd played in the bombing, formed the basis of the evidence
against them Certainly the prosecution had been able to
provi de precious few witnesses who could testify to her
parents' involvement. |If they'd just kept their npuths shut,

t hey could have wal ked fromthis entire thing.

She was trying to hear the prosecutor's finishing
argument s when soneone sat down beside her, so close that she
could actually feel the warnth radiating fromhis body.

She slid away, but he foll owed.

She turned toward this intruder, a scow ready to warn
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hi m away.

Jack.

She hadn't figured that he would stoop | ow enough to cone
and gl oat at her parent's trial.

"How s it going?" he asked.

"Your side is winning," Heather admtted. "Thanks to ny
parents confessing."

"They had nore evidence they could have brought forward
if your parents hadn't confessed,"” Jack expl ai ned.

He had an annoying habit of needing to be right all the
time. This time he wasn't.

"That's very conforting. Now would you go away." She'd
ignored his calls and letters over the past three nonths. Now
she didn't feel like ignoring him she felt like letting him
know exactly how ni serabl e he had nanaged to nake her life.

"I think they're doing the right thing."

"Of course you do. You're a ClIA Agent. You're fanpus
for the stupid things you think."

“Actually, | resigned fromthe Cl A today."

"Decide to turn your boss over to the police or
sonet hi ng?"

Sonething in his reaction told her she'd hit too close
for his confort. "It's good to know even the CI A has sone

st andards. "
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"l said I'd resigned, not that |'d been fired."

"As if you'd admt the truth."

"Have | ever lied to you?" He |ooked so hurt she wanted
to | augh.

"Have you ever told the truth. You' ve been lying to nme
since we first met and you told nme you were sone rich
busi nessman. "

"I mean besides that."

"Besides that and all of your other lies, no."

The Judge's sharp rap with her gavel warned Heather she'd
gotten a little too expressive in her dismssal. So why
couldn't Jack get the idea.

It wasn't that she wasn't interested in him He was a
wonderfully interesting man. But she was enough of a reali st
to know that they had no future together.

Jack sat beside her, apparently oblivious to the effect
that his body heat had on her.

After what seenmed |ike hours, the Deputy U S. Attorney
finished his case.

“"1"ll recess this court until ten tonmorrow norning," the
j udge announced.

To Heather, the Judge's gavel sounded like it was
hamrering a tonmb shut.

Tonmorrow, her parents would be sent to sone far-off
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federal prison. Thanks to the flurry of court-building over
t he past several years, they couldn't expect to be rel eased
before they'd served the bulk of their term Even with a

m ni mal sentence, they'd be old by the time they were set
free. Too old to start a new career.

"Can | buy you a cup of coffee?"

No matter how hard she had tried, she hadn't been able to
forget Jack by her side.

"Haven't you done enough?”

He gave her an evil grin. "Not recently.”

"That was not exactly the type of coment to get nme agree
to anything."

"Hey, |I'mjust asking whether you want a cup of coffee.
|'"ve got a lot going on inny life and I wanted to share it
with you. |[If you ve got other plans, | can take a rain
check. "

He had to know that she didn't have other plans. The
trial had wi nded up hours before her |awers had predicted.
Her only plans were to wait until she | earned exactly how
tough the judge wanted to play it.

She couldn't find a convenient out. After all, she could
hardly tell himthat she didn't want to have coffee with him
because she was afraid that she m ght throw her body over his

and demand that he make | ove to her one nore tine. That was
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horrmonal stuff and she certainly could control that.

"1've got time for a quick cup.”

"Terrific. | noticed one of those upscal e bookstores on
my way here. Let's go there."

His little notorcycle didn't conpare with the hog he'd
ri dden when they had net.

"Coul dn't you buy back your bike?"

"Not hardly. The bidding went way out of ny price

range. "

"1'd think the governnment would reinburse you."

"1 was lucky the governnment didn't throwne in jail. For
a while it looked |ike they were going to." He handed her a

hel met, put on his own, then nounted the bike.

"I can drive behind you."

“1'"1l bring you back here. Wather is perfect for a
not orcycle. "

Washi ngton D.C. did have its nmonents. While spring
generally got nessed up with |ate snows or the early arrival
of a nmuggy summer, its Autums tended to be | ong and
beauti ful .

"Right." She nounted behind him

A flood of nenories washed over her. The sensation of
her | egs against his, the feel of his hard wai st where she

rested her hands, even his male scent all rem nded her of the
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exhi l arating days they had spent together. Before she had
been forced to shut himout of her life forever, for her own
survi val

The bookstore was only a few bl ocks away, but traveling
t hose bl ocks seemed to take an eternity. Still, when they
arrived, it seenmed too soon.

Jack ordered an Espresso. Heather chose a cappuccino,
del ayi ng the inevitable noment when she would have to sit with
hi m and tal k.

Finally, the two had their coffee and she had no nore
excuses.

"So," she started brightly. "Wat's newin the exciting
worl d of spies and expl oding cigars.”

"Besides | resigned, you nean?"

Hope flared in her for a nonent, then died. It didn't
matter. She would never be able to trust himagain. Anyone
who put crazy ideals ahead of basic loyalty to his |oved ones
couldn't be trusted.

She forced herself to be synpathetic. "I know you were
hoping for a good foreign assignment after your success here."

“"Actually they offered ne one. | can't figure out
whet her they wanted to reward ne or to get nme out of the
country."

"But that’s what you were |ooking for."
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"1 thought it was. After | finished with the Jones case,
t hough, | was burned out. | can't really do what they're
paying ne to do. Too cynical, | guess."

"Yeah, sure. That's why you stayed on this last three
nont hs. "

"l stayed on because soneone within the agency had set us
up. | didn't want to I eave himin place where he could do the
sane to sone other |ess lucky agent in the future.”

VWil e she m ght despise the CIA, she certainly understood
that type of loyalty. 1In fact, it was painfully close to the
type of loyalty that she demanded, and that Jack had been
unabl e to deliver.

"Did you get him™"

"Yeah, sort of."

"What does 'sort of' mean?"

"It means that |I'd be shot if I told anyone what really
happened. "

"Ooh. "

"They let the bastard retire. No prosecution, nothing."

"You said they could shoot you if you tal ked.™

He gave her a quizzical look. "You going to tell
anyone?"
"Of course not. But--"

"You have a right to know. He was trying to get you
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killed as nuch as ne."

"Ooh. "

He | ooked down at his coffee. Neither had so much as
t ouched the steam ng cups.

"Well, I've got a job interview," Jack told her. "How
about | pick you up tomorrow norning. We'll go to the
courthouse together."

"l guess." A foolish decision, she knew. A decision
she'd regret the nmonent he left her. Still, for just a
noment, her hornmones had spoken for her.

Surely it wasn't a fatal decision.

Jack awoke, showered, and put on his best suit.

He'd rented a car the previous evening so he wouldn't
have to cart Heather around on the little Honda. He'd have to
buy a car, he supposed. Since he had spent so nmuch of his
life outside the country, he hadn't actually owned a car in
years.

His job interview had been a lie. He had his goals set
on one particular job. Wile he'd have to interview for that
one, he couldn't do it until all of the pieces |ined up.

Finally he set off for Heather's Capital Hill office.

She cane to the door wearing khaki slacks and a sweater

t hat nol ded her to her figure like it was painted on.
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She stared at himfor a nmonment, then glanced at his
rental car. "l've got to change.™

"You | ook fantastic, and besides we're in a hurry. Let's
go. "

She wavered. To his surprise, she al nost | ooked
di sappoi nted that he'd ditched the notorcycle for the car.

“"It's a rental,"” he told her. "lI've still got the bike."

Hi s reassurance didn't appear to be what she was | ooking
for.

"It's fine."

"1 thought it would be nice to ride in confort rather
than get to the courthouse with helmet hair."

"I said it was fine."

Only it wasn't. His ClA training had taught himto be
aware of subtle nuances, but he certainly didn't need that
nNow.

For an instant, he let hinself dare think that she m ght
be regretting the bike for the same reason he'd al nost dunped
the car that norning. On the bike, their bodies would be
pressed together in an enbrace very simlar to | ovemaking.

He di sm ssed the thought. Wonmen don't |et their hornones
rule their reason the way he had through much of his
relationship with Heather. She was probably just regretting

that she'd agreed to let himdrive.
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Still, that sweater did funny things to his heart.

She buckl ed her seatbelt and sunk into the passenger
seat, waiting passively for himto start the car, for himto
re-start the conversation.

"“1've been thinking about us," he told her.

"That nust not have taken long," she answered.

One ganbit down the drain. Still, he had fifteen m nutes
that it would take to get to the Federal Courthouse and he
intended to use them all

"l |l ooked into the D.C. requirenents for becom ng a
private investigator. Wth ny ClIA experience, | qualify
automatically. 1'd have to take the test, of course, but I
think I could beconme a registered private investigator in a
coupl e of nonths.™

"Just what | need. More conpetition.”

Ganmbit two, shot to heck.

"Have you thought about what you can do for the rest of
your |ife, now that your parents don't have to hide behind
every bush. "

She stared at himfor a nonment, then her chin began to
trenbl e.

"You really think I should be relieved? That's got to be
the difference between you and ne. | don't care about whet her

they are running or not. | only care that they are ny parents
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and | want them near ne.

Strike three, he was out.

Heat her's qui et, wracking, sobs didn't exactly encourage
Jack to blurt out his case. Not that he had nuch of a case.

He hadn't thought fifteen m nutes would be | ong enough to
| et her know his feelings. He realized that fifteen years
m ght be nore like it. Wen he pulled up to the courthouse,
both of them seemed relieved.

The courtroom was nearly enpty. The Deputy U.S.
Attorney, the defense attorneys, the Webbs, and a coupl e of
bailiffs. He and Heather were the only onl ookers.

Heat her didn't exactly invite himto sit beside her but
he did anyway.

His plans weren't going anywhere fast yet, but he didn't
intend to give up. Not yet and not ever.

The judge sat, an inpressive stack of papers before her.

"Let nme begin by saying that this is an unusual case,"
t he Judge began.

Heat her cl osed her eyes. She didn't want to hear, but
couldn't stop herself fromlistening.

"The facts of the case are stipulated so I need not spend
any time reviewing them Since the defendants have entered a

pl ea of no contest, and since they have waived the right to a
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jury trial, my only requirenents are to determ ne whether a
crime has been commtted, and if so, what punishnment should be
| evi ed.

"Clearly a crinme has been commtted."”

Sitting beside her, Heather felt Jack exhale wearily .
She felt the same way. Couldn't the judge see that they had
been kids, that their role in the bombing had been acci dental ?
"l therefore find both M. Peter Engle, and Ms. Karen Unruh,
alias Peter and Karen Webb, guilty of one count each of felony
bombi ng. "

Heat her felt herself wilt. She hadn't realized it but
she must have been holding out for a mracle. She and Jack
must have used up their lifetime supply of mracles just
staying alive during the M. Jones case. There didn't appear
to be any mracles left for her parents.

"1 thereby sentence each of you to twenty years."

It was the end, Heather knew. How could her parents
survive w thout each other. How would she survive w thout the
only famly she had never known?

The Judge | ooked sternly at Heather's parents.

"“Al t hough your crine cannot be mtigated, | do recognize
t hat subsequent to the bonbing, you have not been invol ved
with any known crimnal activity."

She opened a | arge manila envel ope. "I also have
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received this letter fromthe Director of the CIA "

Heat her's eyes flew to Jack, but he continued to stare
strai ght ahead as if mesnerized by the Judge.

The woman was attractive in a dignified way, but Heather
didn't think she was quite that interesting.

"The Director urges leniency in |light of your services to
the country during a recent crisis which, for sone unknown
security reasons, cannot be disclosed to the court.

"I am therefore, setting aside nmy sentence. Each of you

wi Il be placed on probation for the next five years. |If,
during that period, | hear of your involvenent with any
illegal activity, you'll find yourself breaking rocks in a

federal prison before you can say Jack Robi nson. Court
di sm ssed. "

Heat her stared at Jack, but he stood as if suddenly
unawar e of her presence and rushed to the front of the
courtroom where her parents still stood for their sentencing.

"l can't tell you how grateful we are to you," Karen told
hi m

"For what ?" Heat her asked.

"You don't think the CIA Director wanted to wite that
letter, do you? M. Eastland made it happen. He al so
arranged our |awyers."

"1 thought there was sonme charity.”
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"The charity is nanmed Jack Eastl and."
Jack had the decency to blush, just a little. |If

anything, the color in his cheeks nade himl ook even nore

appeal i ng.

"Stay out of trouble,” he urged. "I'll be in touch, but
| imgine you need a few mnutes to yourself." He tossed his
car keys to Heather. "I1'll be around to pick up the car

later.”
Heat her wat ched hi m di sappear and tried to figure out

what had happened.

Jack ticked off the errands he'd run. Printing shop,
jewelry store, licensing bureau. All seemed in order. He'd
gi ve Heat her one | ast shot.

Karen Webb answered the door when he knocked. She
ushered himin then gestured to her husband.

W t hout saying anything to Heather, the two di sappear ed.

At | east sonebody was on his side in this whole ness.

"So what shall we have for dinner, MnP" Heather called
out .

She stepped out from her bedroom and spotted him

"What are you doing here?"

Not an auspi ci ous begi nni ng.

"Do you renenber that job interview | had?"
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"Do you ever answer questions or do you just talk in
riddles."

"Mostly talk in riddles. |If find out |I |earn nore that
way. How about you?"

"You're incorrigible.” She sighed. "Wat about the job
interview"

"I decided what | want to do."

"How nice for you."

"1 thought you'd be happy." He handed over his new
busi ness card.

"Eastl and, Eastland, and Webb? What, you're planning
t aki ng over ny agency?"

"Actually, no."

He funmbled in his pocket. "I'mnot old fashioned about
this. | sort of thought you m ght want to take ny nane since
yours is just one your parents picked up while they were on
the run.”

"1 have no idea what you're tal king about."

“I'"'masking you to marry ne." He felt a little awkward
about dropping to a knee and all of that, but when he caught
her glare, he decided that awkward was the | east of his
pr obl ens.

He did the knee thing and held out the ring he'd

selected. "OF course we can always get a different setting."”
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"Oh, it's beautiful."”

"Do you nean--"

"Jack, you darling. | know I've been stupid. Here |I've
been saying that you have to believe in the person rather than
in sonme abstract notion, but |I haven't |let nmyself believe in
you. | can't believe you still want ne after how nean |'ve

been to you.

"I liked the Darling part. [|'mnot big on anyone calling
you an idiot. But 1'd like a definite yes or no answer."

"Of course I'll marry you."

He pried hinself off his knee. "Good. | wasn't sure how

much | onger that knee would last. So when do you think we
should do it."

"I think we should wait until after we get married,"
Heat her told him

"What | neant was--"

The m schi evous | ook on her face told himthat she had
known exactly what he neant.

“In that case, let's get nmarried today."

The End
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Epi | ogue

The doorbell's chime interrupted Jack's last attenpt to
shovel a spoonful of strained carrots into Claire-Elaine's
nmout h.

"Are you sure this is a good idea?" Heather asked.

Her nother's voice was as cheery as ever. "W're |ooking
forward to it. You know we wouldn't do anything dangerous."”

"Yeah, right," Jack agreed.

He took off Claire-Elaine's bib and used it to w pe off
the carrots which, despite his best efforts, seened to end up
everywhere but inside her stomach.

“"Al'l right," Heather agreed.

Jack scooped his baby from her high chair and carried her
out to the living room

The stroller was already unfol ded and ready to receive
t he baby, a blanket ready to fold around her. Heather's
parents had | avished the care and attention on their grand-
daughter that they had once showered on Heat her.

He noted their hand lettered signs protesting U S. policy
in some far off dictatorship.

"We' Il bring Claire-El aine back after supper,” Karen told

him "You two have a good tine."
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He | ooked at Heather in tinme to catch her big wink. So
much for catching up on their Agency paperwork. On the other

hand, it



PRI VATE LI ES/ East | ake 34

hadn't been a very good idea after all.

"Just one second," he said.

Carefully he set Claire-Elaine in the carriage and
wr apped the bl anket around her. Finally, he reached into his
pocket and withdrew the two small Anerican flags he'd bought
for the occasion. They |ooked beautiful on Claire-Elaine's
sparkling white carri age.

Peter | ooked at the flags and | aughed. "Between us,
we'll raise a well rounded kid all right."

They wheel ed the baby out the door.

"Between us, | think maybe we should be working on her

wel |l rounded brother," Heather breathed into his ear.



